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FOCUS ON 
the future 


ig change is coming. | can feel it in my 


bones. Even for a newbie like myself, the 
signs are obvious: Al is poised to fundamen- 
tally disrupt the animation pipeline, toycos 
are experimenting with cross-branding (and 
content producers are likely exploring this, 
too), and new ventures like Moochi, Bentkey 
and Sunn Stream have popped up recently to 
fill gaps in the kids TV market. 

And what better opportunity to discuss 
impending shifts in the industry than 
Kidscreen Summit, hosted for the first time 
in the beautiful west coast city of San 
Diego! Our team is working hard to get 
everything ready for the event, and we're 
looking forward to seeing everyone there. 

Al is sure to be a big topic of conversa- 
tion at the Summit, and keynote speaker 
Sinead Bovell—a renowned futurist and 
entrepreneur—will chat with Kidscreen’s 
resident Al columnist Evan Baily about 
where the revolution is headed next. 

In the meantime, this issue’s tech section 
explores Al's infiltration of the animation 
industry. Ryan Tuchow spent the last few 
months of 2023 investigating which kid 
studios are rolling out Al tools—and, more 
importantly, how they're being used and 
what the expected ROI is. From optimized 
pipeline schedules to innovative marketing 


strategies, generative Al is already proving to 
be a game-changer. 

Another shift on the horizon is theatri- 
cal in nature. Last year proved that there’s 
a big appetite for family-friendly feature 
films, with titles like The Super Mario Bros. 
Movie and PAW Patrol: The Mighty Movie 
generating massive buzz and ticket sales at 
the global box office. 

As more and more kids producers test 
these waters, Jeremy Dickson explores the 
business side of making kids movies for the- 
atrical release, while Sadhana Bharanidharan 
offers insight into why now might be the 
best time to make big-screen plans. 

Consumer products ace Cole Watson 
focuses on two changes in the world of 
licensing—a manufacturing shift out of 
China, and family entertainment centers as 
the hottest new LBE investment. This global 
business is expected to grow exponentially 
in the next few years, and companies like 
Hasbro, Crayola and WildBrain CPLG are all 
establishing footholds in key regions. 

I've saved the most exciting feature of 
the issue for last—the 2023 Kidscreen Hot50 
ranking! Turn to page 81 to see which com- 
panies made the top-10 lists in broadcasting, 
production, distribution, licensing and 
digital media. 

It was an interesting year, to be sure, with 
PBS KIDS dominating both digital media 
and broadcasting. In fact, the US public 
broadcaster became the first linear channel 
in Hot50 history to be ranked number-one 
in the broadcasting category. 

The Hot50 serves as a reminder of all the 
dedication, hard work and talent that makes 
the kids entertainment space so vibrant and 
exciting. I’m already looking forward to see- 
ing which companies make waves and earn 
their stripes this year. 


—Sarah Milner 
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\TAlle 


LIST 


10 things on our 
radar this month 


Coalitions for change 


Broadcasters, streaming platforms, producers, distributors and industry associations are 

coming together to tackle the industry's biggest challenges at various summits, think tanks 
and forums that are planned for the first half of 2024. These coalitions are pushing to sway poli- 
ticians and policymakers with recommendations for improving the operational mechanisms that 
keep the children’s media industry running fairly and efficiently. 

First up, Kidscreen and Shaw Rocket Fund are hosting a Children’s Media Leaders Forum at 
Kidscreen Summit (February 4 to 7, San Diego) that will gather a diverse group of top-level 
executives from companies representing key market regions and business functions. This full-day 
program is focused on information-sharing, collaborative brainstorming and problem-solving, and 
was developed in response to persistent requests for support from all levels of the industry. 

Then in late February, the Children’s Media Foundation will hold a Children’s Media Summit in 
London—where UK-focused childhood advocates, broadcasters, streamers, writers, producers and 
agencies can discuss the current state of the industry. And at Annecy in June, producer association 
Animation in Europe (AiE) will update the industry on progress made to implement recommenda- 
tions it drafted in November at the second edition of the Animar_BCN think tank. These proposals 
include: calls for more development funding; compatible financing schemes to support European 
co-pros; a sub-quota for kids and family content applied to European media services; and 
new regulations requiring broadcasters, streamers and smart TVs to prioritize EU-made content 
on-screen and also on devices and user interfaces. 


Fighting fatigue 

With The Marvels sinking to new depths of 
MCU under-performance at the box office, 
Marvel Studios is re-strategizing to combat 
superhero fatigue. The studio has set up a 
“Marvel Spotlight” banner for self-contained 
content, which won't require a deep knowl- 


edge of the main saga to be enjoyed. 


Build it, break it, Fortnite it 


Fortnite developer Epic Games launched a 
new LEGO edition of its multiplayer jugger- 
naut in December. In the first 24 hours alone, 
2.4 million users had jumped onto LEGO 
Fortnite’s servers, showcasing the construc- 
tion toy brand’s appeal and ushering a new 
wave of kids and families onto the platform. 
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Pass GO to start over 

The toy industry slowdown is crippling Hasbro, which has now 

laid off 27% of its total workforce (nixing 1,900 positions) in just 
two years. The company’s consumer products revenue for the first nine 
months of 2023 was down 17% compared to the same period the previ- 
ous year. And CEO Chris Cocks expects that downward trend to persist 
into 2024 as Hasbro restructures after the sale of eOne to Lionsgate. 


Steamboat Willie’s new cruise 

The Mouse is out of the House. Disney’s Steamboat Willie 

short entered the public domain on January 1, meaning the 
US copyright on that early version of Mickey Mouse has expired. At 
press time, several indie producers waiting in the wings had already 
announced projects based on the character's likeness, including a 
slasher film and a scary video game. 


Bad romance 

Platonic bonds could be the key to unlocking teen viewer- 

ship, says an October 2023 report from UCLA. Researchers 
identified a “nomance” trend among today’s adolescents, who have 
grown weary of sex scenes and romantic tropes. Around 55% of 13- to 
17-year-olds expressed a desire to see stories emphasizing friendships, 
and 38% are also keen to see more aromantic/asexual characters. 


Who’s in the house? 


Building on its previous success with pop-up experiences for 

Stranger Things and Squid Game, Netflix is expanding with 
a less fleeting hands-on fan experience: Netflix Houses. On track to 
open in the US next year before rolling out internationally, these per- 
manent venues will feature shops and dining experiences based on 
the streamer’s popular shows and games. 


It’s a mean strategy 


Paramount tested the waters for long-form 
content on TikTok by releasing Mean Girls in 
23 parts to build hype for the IP’s 2024 musi- 
cal adaptation. The Mean Girls TikTok account 
now has more than 460,000 followers and 
seven million likes. What other studios will use 
this strategy to promote upcoming projects? 


Hear that? 


Content for deaf and hard-of-hearing chil- 
dren is on the way! In November, Spin Master 
signed on as the master toy partner for 
YouTuber Ms. Rachel, with plans to launch 
ASL educational tools this fall. And JAM Media 
is building a cartoon ASL interpreter that will 


eventually support other sign languages. 


Back to basics 


Sesame Street is being revamped to evoke 
a deeper episodic narrative. Starting in 2025, 
the evergreen preschool show will move away 
from shorter segments. The new format of 
two ll-minute stories bookending a 2D toon 
should lead to deeper storytelling with higher 
stakes and more character moments. 
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Keep calm and roll along 


Preschool series BooSnoo! is poised for international growth, 
thanks in part to its unique appeal to neurodivergent viewers. 


BY: RYAN TUCHOW 


colorful, non-dialogue series called 

BooSnoo! is carving out a new niche 
for slow and calming content that can help 
many different audiences chill out. 

Created by British studios Visionality 
Media and Mackinnon & Saunders using 
a mix of animation, live action and stop 
motion, it tracks a little red ball’s journey 
through a whole series of elaborate obstacle 
courses. BooSnoo! premiered on Sky Kids 
in February 2023, and a second season that 
will bring the total episode count up to 41 
x seven minutes is already in production to 
launch next year. Sky doesn’t share view- 
ing data, but one recent indicator of the 
show’s popularity in the marketplace was 
its ranking as the sixth most-screened show 
(out of more than 600 titles) at MIP Junior in 
October 2023. 

BooSnoo! was born out of a need for 
quiet programming that appeals to children 
with autism, says its creator Julian Bashford. 
Drawing from his own experiences as the 
parent of an autistic child (his son is now 
19), Bashford infused the series with routine 
elements that are designed to connect with 
kids on the autism spectrum. These include 


a predictable episode format and the ball’s 
easy-to-follow pathways. 

“We've heard from many families about 
the impact the show has had,” notes 
Bashford. “And in season two, we're crafting 
more quiet moments where there’s no sound 
or music because we've seen that this is 
when kids really lean in.” 

What attracted UK broadcaster Sky Kids 
to the show was the opportunity to offer 
more ready-for-bedtime programming, says 
commissioning editor lan France. “Taking a 
moment to focus in and slow down could be 
described as an essential part of everyone's 
day, but it does have a special appeal for the 
neurodiverse child,” he explains. 

While it’s only just starting to be recognized 
as a business opportunity, the neurodivergent 
kids market is potentially massive. Research 
conducted by the British Medical Bulletin in 
2020 estimated that 15% to 20% of the global 
population is on the spectrum. And according 
to the World Health Organization, one in 100 
kids has autism. 

Thunderbird Distribution is on board to 
sell the series worldwide and manage its 
consumer products rights everywhere except 


the UK, and the company sees potential in 
reaching this underserved market. 

As one of the division’s first acquisitions, 
BooSnoo! stands out on the strength of its 
rare ability to translate into products for kids 
both on and off the spectrum, says Richard 
Goldsmith, Thunderbird’s president of global 
distribution and consumer products. Retailers 
he’s talked to have also noted that they're 
eager to create products that reach both 
demos, and tap into the sort of sales that 
products like fidget spinners, which can help 
people relax and destress, experienced for 
a time. (It’s estimated that more than 200 
million were shipped to retailers during the 
height of their popularity in 2017.) 

BooSnoo! has the potential to translate 
well into picture books, roller coaster sets 
and even live events where audiences can 
watch the familiar red ball travel along a life- 
sized course, says Goldsmith, whose team is 
currently working to secure master toy and 
publishing partners. 

“There's a huge hole in the market for 
consumer products like this,” he says. “I have 
seen nothing like BooSnoo! in my many years 
in this business.” [8 
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Sinking Ship cruises 
into new waters 


On the heels of expanding into CG animation, the studio is flexing 
this expertise with another first—a graphic novel series adaptation. 


BY: RYAN TUCHOW 


fter two decades of making hit 

live-action series for kids, Sinking Ship 
Entertainment recently produced its first fully 
CG-animated series Builder Brothers Dream 
Factory for Corus Entertainment, which pre- 
miered the show in March 2023 on Treehouse 
and STACKTV. 

Now the Toronto-based studio is building 
another new set of skills, taking on its first-ever 
book adaptation. Sinking Ship is developing a 
CG-animated show called Hilo, which is based 
ona New York Times bestselling graphic novel 
series by Judd Winick. This 20 x 22-minuter is 
aimed at six- to nine-year-olds, and Winick, 
who wrote the pilot script, is attached as an 
executive producer. 

Like the same-name Penguin Random 
House book series that spawned it, the ani- 
mation concept centers around a youngster 
from outer space who has superpowers. 


After landing on Earth and losing his mem- 
ories, Hilo befriends some human kids and 
embarks on adventures ranging from battling 
giant monsters, to simply surviving a day at 
school. Sinking Ship currently has a bible, a 
script and several animation tests available, and 
is looking for financing partners. 
With nine titles currently in print (and book 


10 due out in February), the Hilo publishing 
franchise has sold more than two million cop- 
ies since the first book launched in 2015. 

The popularity of the graphic novels and 
the potential to tell a variety of stories (both 


in space and on Earth) are what make this IP 
appealing, says Sinking Ship partner and EP 
Matt Bishop, who also oversees the company’s 
VFX and animation department. “I think of 
Hilo as Calvin and Hobbs meets Guardians of 
the Galaxy,” he says. And it helps that Winick 
is a well-known comic book talent who wrote 


stories for Batman and Green Lantern before 
originating Hilo—which he did in order to 
provide his young kids with graphic novels that 
were more age-appropriate. 

Hilo’s fish-out-of-water story reflects 
Sinking Ship’s own efforts over the past year 
to forge new paths for growth, says Bishop. 
The company has a proven track record of 
producing and selling popular live-action 
series worldwide, including Odd Squad 
and Dino Dana. And its second feature film 
project, Dino Dana The Movie, was picked up 
by Disney+ in 2020 after launching through 
transactional video-on-demand deals. 

However, the pandemic was hard on the 
studio because of its singular focus on live 
action, says Bishop. While Sinking Ship man- 
aged to pivot and produce timely YouTube 
Original Lockdown (shot on webcams and 
smartphones), the experience emphasized the 
need to diversify into animation. 

The company has wasted no time getting 
into this new business stream in the after- 
math of COVID-19. It did some service work 
on Nickelodeon’s animated feature Saving 
Bikini Bottom: The Sandy Cheeks Movie, 
which is set to premiere on Netflix in April. 

As for future plans, the team is looking to 
do more film service work, and is starting 
to develop its own animated movies, says 
Bishop. “All of this new work is part of our 
evolution, so we can level up our game for 
what's next.” 
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IG Hollie 
IG Holmes 


THE BIG GIG: VP of global licensing, Moose Toys 


PREVIOUSLY: Global head of licensing, PlayMonster 


PROVING GROUND: Holmes began her career working in sales, but her childhood passions for 
branding, packaging and design led her down the licensing path. In 2005, she landed an 
opportunity to break into the toy industry at Mattel, where she spent the next 15 years honing 
her craft, setting up licensing deals and entertainment partnerships for iconic kids brands such as 
Barbie, American Girl and Hot Wheels. 


BUILDING THE PORTFOLIO: Following some private consulting work and a two-year stint as global 
head of licensing at PlayMonster, Holmes moved to Moose Toys in May. Her remit is to accelerate 
growth and double the Australian toyco’s licensing business by executing a new strategic plan to 
increase its licensed portfolio and expand its in-house IPs into new categories. 


With experience in every category of the toy aisle, Moose is known for producing experiential 
products that deliver an interactive unboxing surprise for kids, such as its Magic Mixies plush 

and Beast Lab action figures. “[Moose] is ready to invest money into getting new licenses,” says 
Holmes, who is competing hard to acquire several new ones for 2025 and beyond that have the 
potential to spark the same kind of mass kid appeal as the company’s existing licensing portfolio 


heavyweights, which include Bluey, Octonauts and Fall Guys. 


In the short term, she is managing and finalizing several as-yet-unannounced licensing deals for 
products launching next fall that were put in play by her predecessor Menal McGrath. 


SCRAPPY ATTITUDE: Holmes’ ultimate goal is to ensure that Moose is a shortlist contender for any 
high-awareness kid-skewing license that becomes available. She notes that competition for the 
limited number of evergreen IPs in the toy market is at an all-time high, especially as production 
pipelines recover from the impact of the 2023 writers and actors strikes in the US. 


As asmaller, best-in-class toyco, one of Moose’s key advantages is that it can hit the market 
quicker than competitors such as Mattel and Spin Master because there’s less red tape involved 
in its toy design process and global distribution network, she says. “I think my [combined] 
experiences at Mattel and PlayMonster have set me up nicely to create a solid vision that 
maximizes Moose’s presence with our potential partners.”—Cole Watson 


Know your 
audience 


BY: JIM BENTON 


Mom, Billy wants to 
know if my AI Toy 
can come over 
and play with his 


- 


Do you hear how 
crazy that sounds? 


You have to ask its 
AI Mom if it’s ok. 


© JimBenton.com 
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Sheila Rogerson (Max & Ruby) is writing the 52 x 
Il-minute adaptation of Natalie and Alphonse, 
and Toybox Animation is attached to produce 


Trustbridge 
Entertainment's 
new chapter 


As president of the fledgling entertainment division, Bob Higgins has 
been quietly building up an impressive slate of book-based concepts 


that are about to hit the market. 
BY: RYAN TUCHOW 


ometimes it’s OK to judge a book by its 
S cover, especially when it has been care- 
fully selected and handcrafted for the screen 
by Bob Higgins, former EVP of kids and family 
at Boat Rocker Media. 

Now installed as president of New York- 
based Trustbridge Entertainment—a division 
of publishing powerhouse Trustbridge 
Global Media that he’s been running since 
September 2022—Higgins has spent the last 
year cherrypicking a first slate of TV and film 
projects from the company’s many publishing 
catalogues, which include Candlewick Press, 


Walker Books, Holiday House, Peachtree 
Publishing and Pixel+Ink. And he’s just starting 
to introduce these concepts to potential 
partners and buyers in the global market. 

Before Higgins joined Trustbridge, there 
was nobody at the company focused on IP 
expansion, so the catalogues were full of 
potential just waiting to be fulfilled. As he 
dove into this process of discovery, Higgins 
looked beyond book sales data to root out 
unique premises that could fit into a content 
strategy covering every demo and filling all 
market gaps. 
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It’s important for Trustbridge to stand out 
from competitors in the market, without 
“cannibalizing” its own efforts with overlap- 
ping projects, says Higgins. The result of his 
deep-dive is a diverse slate of 15 concepts 
that are distinct from each other, and also 
from what other companies are shopping 
around right now, ranging from preschool 
animation, to a live-action YA film trilogy, 
and even a holiday special in the mix for 
good measure. 

Higgins has a well-honed instinct for what 
will sell, thanks to 30 years of experience in 
the kids TV industry. He started his career 
working for broadcasters and studios such 
as Cartoon Network and Nelvana. But more 
recently, he was EVP of children’s and family 
content at FremantleMedia—a role he 
stayed in when Boat Rocker acquired the 
division in 2018. All told, Higgins has spent 
a decade overseeing the development, 
production and delivery of kids content at 
Fremantle/Boat Rocker, including high-profile 
shows such as Dino Ranch (Disney Junior), 
Amber Brown (Apple TV+) and Daniel 
Spellbound (Netflix). 

One of his first bets at Trustbridge is 
Lucy Cousins’ popular Maisy book series 
(Candlewick), which has sold more than 30 
million copies since its first title came out in 
1990. The preschool franchise about a friendly 
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little mouse was previously turned into an 
2D-animated series for Nick Jr. and CITV in 
the ’90s by King Rollo Films. Trustbridge’s 
all-new 52 x five-minute animated treatment 
Maisy & Friends has Matilda Tristram (Peppa 
Pig) attached as a writer. 

Higgins is also adapting Natalie and 
Alphonse (Candlewick) for preschoolers, 
based on a four-book series by Daisy Hirst. 
Sheila Rogerson (Max & Ruby) is writing 
scripts for this 52 x ll-minuter about ram- 
bunctious monster siblings who don't always 
get along. And Toybox Animation, which 
designed some of the characters and sets for 
Disney Junior series Superkitties, is attached 
as a production partner. 

The final project on Higgins’ slate for 
younger viewers is Gustavo, The Shy Ghost 
(52 x Tl minutes, Candlewick), which Hilda 
studio Mercury Filmworks is on deck to pro- 
duce. Robert Ramirez (Minnie’s Bow-Toons) 
is the lead writer on this series for three- to 
five-year-olds, in which Gustavo and his mon- 
ster friends (including a vampire and a witch) 
learn to accept and love themselves. 

For the six and up set, Higgins has a 26 
x 22-minute, live-action TV treatment in 
the works for a new book series called 
Montgomery Bonbon (Walker Books), which 
should span four titles by the end of 2025. He 
describes it as Knives Out and Murder, She 
Wrote for kids, featuring the world’s most 
famous detective, who is secretly a 10-year- 


old girl in disguise. The show will see this 
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Trustbridge has lined up talent and studio partners for a few of its projects, including 
Gustavo, The Shy Ghost, which Mercury Filmworks is on board to produce 


legendary sleuth cracking all sorts of cases, 
including murders, which should give it an 
edgy point of difference in the market of 
mystery-driven programming for kids. 

For the big screen, Trustbridge is devel- 
oping an animated feature based on Chris 
Van Dusen’s 2009 book The Circus Ship 
(Candlewick). The story starts when a ship- 
wreck strands 15 circus animals on an island 
off the coast of Maine, where the humans go 
from shock and fear to embracing the coura- 
geous animals with love and empathy. 

Higgins also has an ambitious live-action 
film trilogy planned for Marc J. Gregson’s 


Trustbridge is looking to build a diverse slate, from 
holiday specials like Dasher, to family-friendly 
Montgomery Bonbon murder mysteries 


YA-skewing fantasy series Sky’s End 
(Peachtree). This dystopian tale revolves 
around a 16-year-old who rejects his inheri- 
tance and a murderous uncle's legacy to join a 
dangerous group that hunts massive monsters, 
where he begins to hear talk of rebellion. 

And to cover off market demand for 
holiday specials and special event program- 
ming, Higgins has also lined up two one-off s: 
Dasher and The Dot (both from Candlewick). 
Dasher is a 45-minute family-skewing hol- 
iday special that tells the iconic reindeer’s 
backstory of breaking out of a zoo to find 
her true home. 9 Story Media Group’s Brown 
Bag Films is already attached to produce this 
project, which is based on a 2019 book by 
Matt Tavares that has sold more than 350,000 
copies worldwide. 

The Dot (60 minutes) is about a young 
girl who doesn’t think she can draw—until 
she makes a dot and learns that creativity 
can take many shapes. Scriptwriter Joey 
Mazzarino (Sesame Street) will draw from 
the New York Times bestseller that inspired 
International Dot Day, a global celebration 
of creativity and collaboration. 

Higgins says he’s close to finalizing first 
deals with broadcasters and studios for 
several of these initial Trustbridge projects. 
His goal is to start pitching in earnest at 
Kidscreen Summit in order to deliver them 
by 2026 and 2027. 
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Jeremy Boreing, co-founder of The Daily Wire 


One of the most-watched shows on the Bentkey 
platform is Runes, a tween-skewing fantasy toon 


In-house feature Snow 
White and the Evil Queen 
is in pre-production 


Hookup 


Kidscreen checks in with new, established and evolving kids content 
buyers to find out what they're looking for right now. 


BY: SADHANA BHARANIDHARAN 


early 2022, The Daily Wire pledged to invest USS100 million in kids content 
[ n over a period of three years. And in October 2023, its first major kids venture 
emerged with the launch of Bentkey. Unlike its parent company’s unequivocal focus 
on conservative viewpoints, Bentkey is intentionally apolitical. Available in the US for 
US$99 annually, the SVOD platform is marketed as an alternative entertainment plat- 
form adhering to traditional family values. 


According to The Daily Wire, it’s an answer to market demand from conservative 
families for programming that runs counter to the more left-leaning content currently 
available on Disney+. Bentkey is open to a wide variety of content, as long as it doesn’t 
“challenge the broad values of our core audience,” explains The Daily Wire co-founder 
Jeremy Boreing, who spearheaded the development and rollout of Bentkey. 


At launch, the platform offered 162 episodes from a catalogue of 17 shows, including 
four originals (a.k.a. “Bentkey Adventures”). Bentkey’s lineup so far has mainly targeted 
preschoolers, with flagship titles including 2D toon Chip Chilla and live-action series 
A Wonderful Day with Mabel Maclay. While its long-term goal is to ramp up more 
of this proprietary content, Bentkey’s big focus right now is stocking up on acquisi- 
tions, says Boreing. 


What is Bentkey looking for? 

As a young platform, Bentkey is still learning its audiences’ preferences. The app is casting 
a wide net for all formats, with a slight preference for animation. Longform tween story- 
telling is especially high on the team’s wishlist. “That preteen market is where we would 
like to do more development and acquisition,” says Boreing. 


Despite the current lineup’s preschool skew, Bentkey’s most-watched acquisition is 
the Viking-inspired tween fantasy toon Runes (26 x 22 minutes) from France’s Les 
Armateurs. “Over the next 24 months, we want to grow a more robust offering for 
eight-plus,” says Boreing. 

He’s also keen to scoop up classic IP libraries, as well as popular international series 

that have been under-exposed in the US market. “We're looking for shows made by 
producers around the world who understand and appreciate the sanctity of childhood.” 
Bentkey is open to acquiring completed titles, as well as getting involved in projects that 
are still in early development. 


There are even opportunities for something in between—a good case in point is Gus 
Plus Us (13 x 11 minutes) from Texas-based Caster Studios. The streamer acquired season 
one for launch, and is on board to co-produce season two. 


Just launched and coming up next 

The platform recently added a 2D-animated Millimages series called Louie & Yoko Build 
(78 x seven minutes), as well as BBC Studios/BYUtv’s The Canterville Ghost (four x 52 
minutes). Meanwhile, Chip Chilla and A Wonderful Day with Mabel Maclay will return 
with second seasons later this year. Boreing adds that two more as-yet-unannounced 
animated series are in the works to join the Bentkey Adventures roster. But the platform's 
most ambitious in-house production will be its first feature film, Snow White and the Evil 
Queen. This live-action pic is in pre-production now and targeting a 2024 release. 
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Money 
matters 


Increased market interest in 
financial literacy content for kids 
is leading some producers and 
broadcasters to create shows 
that make money make sense. 


BY: RYAN TUCHOW 


The new Italian series Pipo, Pepa & Pop by Congedo Sisters 


covers money-related topics (and values) in a kid-friendly way 


ow is a good time to talk about 

money. Inflation and interest rates 
are squeezing wallets around the world, 
and global economic growth is expected 
to slow down to 2.9% in 2024, well below 
its historical average of 3.8%, according to 


the International Monetary Fund’s October 


2023 World Economic Outlook. 


Against this backdrop, it makes sense that 
parents are keen to teach financial literacy to 
their children. In a recent poll, Kansas-based 


research company KidSay found that only 
16% of parents with two- to four-year-olds 
felt the topic was irrelevant to their kids— 
and this figure dropped to just 6% among 
parents of five- to seven-year-olds. 


Furthermore, parents want their kids to 
understand money better than they do. In 
the US, the average adult can only correctly 
answer around 50% of basic questions 
about investing, earning and saving money, 
according to last year’s TIAA Institute- 
GFLEC Personal Finance Index report. 

Despite all this, financial literacy still isn’t 
taught in most elementary and high schools 
around the world, and most content on the 
subject skews teen or older. Seeing this gap 
as a niche infotainment opportunity on the 
rise, several producers and broadcasters/ 


streamers are experimenting with the 
subject—and getting results. 


A modern take on making cents 
When it comes to making financial literacy 


content for children, Canadian pubcaster 
CBC Kids has one of the industry’s longest 
legacies. Its original Street Cents series, 
which featured a group of teen hosts 
sharing fun facts and journalistic reports 
about money, launched in 1989 and ran for 
almost two decades. In that time, it won 
several Gemini Awards, a Japan Prize and an 
International Emmy. 

Modern kid life has changed a lot since 
the first show ended in 2006. Besides 
the advent of smartphones, social media 
and financial revelations such as Bitcoin, 
many kids and teens started to experience 
financial struggles firsthand in their family 
lives as the economic climate became more 
challenging during the pandemic. 

CBC Kids started to see a real need 
again in 2021 to engage teens about money 
matters, says Drew Mullin, the channel’s 
executive in charge of production. And it 
already had a tried-and-tested format in the 
vault with Street Cents. 

CBC Kids rebooted the concept in 
February 2022 as a digital-first format to 
reach teens on TikTok. In this new version, 
teen hosts make short videos tackling 
everything from careers, to meal planning, 
to buying great gifts on a budget. The series 
posts daily one-minute videos on TikTok, 
and then repurposes them as YouTube 
Shorts each week. Collectively, these videos 
have generated more than 200 million views 
to date on both platforms. 

The key to delivering this content in 
a relatable way lies in taking a creative 
approach to touching on topics, says Amrita 
Singh, senior producer for the CBC Kids 
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digital team. Instead of simply listing ways 

to save money, a Street Cents TikTok might 
show a teen trying to buy a $5 lunch. And in 
another example, rather than a talking head 
explaining what an RESP is, these facts could 
be woven into a conversational skit between 
younger and older siblings. 


Early education 

Taking aim at a younger target demo of 

five- to eight-year-olds, a new Italian series 
called Pipo, Pepa & Pop (26 x seven minutes) 
debuted in December on linear channel Rai 
Yoyo and the RaiPlay streaming platform. And 
director of Rai Ragazzi Luca Milano says it’s 
currently one of the most successful titles 

on Yoyo. 

The 2D-animated series centers around 
two siblings, their dog and a Scottish elf 
(inspired by none other than economist 
Adam Smith) who discover things like how 
ATMs work, why some stickers have greater 
value than others, the economics of buying 
a new backpack, and how to save money at 
Christmas by making DIY gifts. 

Fiorella and Maria Elena Congedo (Trulli 
Tales) created this comedy-driven educa- 
tional concept after noting a total lack of this 
kind of programming in the market. Financial 
literacy content for youth audiences has 
historically catered to teens, who are starting 
to earn (and spend) their own money from 
part-time jobs. But younger kids are often 


left in the dark about money basics. 


In the US, 

the average 
adult can only 
correctly answer 
around 50% of 
basic questions 
about investing, 
earning and 
saving money. 


Pipo, Pepa & Pop is produced by Fiorella 
and Maria Elena's aptly named Congedo 
Sisters studio (a division of the publishing 
company Congedo Editore). To structure its 
episodes around age-appropriate lessons in 
financial literacy, the producers worked with 
The Financial Times’ Financial Literacy and 
Inclusion Campaign (FT FLIC), a nonprofit org 
that provides free information to consumers. 
For this age group, FT FLIC recommended 
familiar, relatable topics that kids could easily 
grasp, like getting a first allowance, saving 
money and learning about foreign currencies. 

Rai has already renewed the series for a 
second season, which the Congedo sisters 
are currently developing. They plan to send 
it into production in 2024 and start working 
on worldwide distribution. 

“Pipo, Pepa & Pop is not just about eco- 
nomics and finance,” notes Fiorella. “It’s a way 
to teach values to kids—to encourage them 
to plan their futures, to have goals, and to 
work hard to become who they want to be.” 


A new stream 
Attorney and business writer Garrett Sutton 
has just launched a new streaming app called 
Sunn Stream in response to a global demand 
he saw while travelling the world on book 
tours. Sutton has 11 published titles about 
finance under his belt so far, including Start 
Your Own Corporation in entrepreneur 
Robert Kiyosaki’s Rich Dad Poor Dad book 
series. Everywhere he went to promote his 
books, he says parents and kids wanted to 
learn more about managing money. 

Sunn Stream, which only started operat- 
ing in December, is currently available in the 


STREET 
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CBC Kids’ rebooted Street Cents series uses TikTok 
and YouTube to teach teens about money matters 


US and South America on mobile devices, 
smart TVs and online. Sutton is focused on 
creating and acquiring more kids content with 
financial literacy themes to build up a unique 
and substantial offering. (Pitches should be 
directed to VP of production Cy Armstrong 
at carmstrong@sunnstream.com.) 

At launch, Sunn Stream boasted a cat- 
alogue of around 500 movies and 50 TV 
shows, including live-action originals such as 
The History of Money for Kids (13 x five min- 
utes) and The US Constitution for Kids (15 x 
five minutes), both from 10th Legion Pictures 
in North Carolina. The streamer also recently 
picked up a 2D-animated series called 
Financial Literacy from UK’s Makematic. 

But focusing on this kind of content 
alone is a hard sell with families—especially 
with so many new players entering the OTT 
market right now. So Sutton has padded the 
streamer’s offering with music documentaries, 
comedy films, Epic Story Media’s animated 
series Luna, Chip & Inkie and even an original 
live-action film called Kangaroo Kids that 
premiered exclusively on Sunn Stream at the 
end of December. 


The next phase of this plan is to keep 
building the app’s library of financial literacy 
programming and dub it into Spanish in order 
to reach the large audience of Spanish- 
speaking families in the US and abroad. 

It’s early days still, and it remains to be seen 
if Sunn Stream’s niche approach will work. But 
there are signs of a market opportunity for 
this type of content, with parents predis- 
posed to put it in front of their kids, buyers 
willing to spend real money on it, and not 
that much supply in the chain. 
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Supply chain reaction 


Toycos are on the hunt to diversify their supply channels with new foreign 
manufacturing hubs as they seek to reduce their reliance on China for order fulfilment. 


BY: COLE WATSON 


he supply chain is an ever-changing 

beast that always needs a significant 
investment of time and resources in order 
to keep operating smoothly. And manufac- 
turers are navigating particularly rough seas 
right now as they grapple with everything 
from potential tariffs, new legislations and 
sustainability bills, to rising inflation costs and 
geopolitical conflicts. But toy sourcing’s next 
evolution is already upon us, and it doesn’t 
care about any of that. 


One of the most prevalent issues manufac- 
turers are facing right now is pressure from 
retailers and partners to reevaluate how 
they use their network in China and/or to 
look at moving their supply chains to other 
countries. Tech giant Apple accelerated this 
trend in June 2022 by investing more than 
USS300 million into building new factories in 


Vietnam, and competitors Samsung and LG 
quickly followed suit by ramping up opera- 
tions in India. 

This shift began to affect the toy industry 
as early as 2020, when then-President 
Donald Trump implemented tariffs on 
categories that hit toycos hard, says Steve 
Reece, CEO of UK-based toy consulting firm 
Kids Brand Insight. “My phone wouldn't stop 
ringing when container shipping prices went 
up, and clients continued to call afterwards 
in search of new manufacturing sources, 
which just increased the risk perception of 
the territory exponentially.” 

According to a member survey published 
in 2022 by the US-China Business Council, the 
greatest risk to business relations between 
the two countries over the past four years 
has been China's stringent COVID-19 policies, 
which are still in effect and can quickly halt 
production for weeks at a time. The TI7 


companies surveyed also noted an unpredict- 
able trade environment, new data security 
and privacy laws, and next to no progress 
made on improving IP protection as ongoing 
challenges to overcome. 

Reece's company introduces toy and gaming 
manufacturers to best-in-class factories and 
product development partners in different 
countries. To date, more than 4,700 toycos 
have used his services and connected network 
of factories, and each one has saved upwards 
of USS4 million in annual manufacturing costs 
as a result. 

Reece notes that while tariffs and geo- 
political tensions are some of the elements 
at play affecting China's position in the toy 
business, the driving factor is actually its 
evolved economy. 

“It’s not like China is suddenly terrible at 
making toys—it’s still by far the most effi- 
cient hub,” says Reece. But he is seeing that 


costs are starting to spiral out of control for 
toycos trying to keep the books in check. 

Amid rising freight and labor costs, China's 
toy industry is dealing with a lack of automa- 
tion. Unlike car factories that can use robots 
and software to produce vehicles quickly, 
toys require a line of human workers to 
handle each step of the molding-to-tooling 
process because more than three-quarters 
of the SKUs that are manufactured each year 
feature completely new designs. 

According to Reece, China will still shoul- 
der the bulk of toy production work for 
the next 10 years because it’s equipped with 
more than 15,000 factories. But he expects its 
role to change over time as it becomes a hub 
for sourcing specific components (transistors, 
plastics, springs) and electronics. 


Chain reaction 

Reece tells his clients that toy manufactur- 
ing needs to move away from a single-hub 
approach towards a diversified ecosystem of 
multiple factories and channels. This helps 
companies avoid falling into any potential 
pitfalls if one link in the supply chain breaks. 

Toy industry titans including Hasbro and 
Ravensburger have already adopted a multi- 
hub sourcing model in recent years. “As we 
produce toys and games for our fans around 
the world, Hasbro relies on a global supply 
network in a diverse set of countries,” says 
Shane Azzi, the toyco’s chief global supply 
chain officer. 

In 2012, nearly 90% of Hasbro's total toy 
production came out of China. This volume 
had decreased to 50% by the end of 2020 
(in the wake of trade disputes that started 
in 2019), and it’s expected to drop further 
to about one-third by the end of this year. 


Ravensburger is tapping factories across North America, 
Germany, Asia Pacific and the Czech Republic to improve 
worldwide distribution of its board games and puzzles 


According to the toyco’s third-party factories 
list for 2022, it was working with 26 factories 
in China, 11 in India, 10 in Vietnam and eight 
across the US. 

A similar story is playing out at puzzle and 
board game manufacturer Ravensburger, 
which had to rebuild its supply channels in 
response to issues related to the pandemic. 
The German toyco has since diversified its 
production across China, Germany, the Czech 
Republic and North America. One added 
benefit of adding new supply chain links is 
that it now has fulfillment hubs conveniently 
placed near its largest clients, says Stephane 
Madi, CEO of Ravensburger North America. 

According to Madi, “2020 was a train crash 
for everyone's supply chains. | think what 
the industry learned during those years is 
that you need diversification, but you also 
need to maintain your standards. In 2023, 
many companies found themselves dealing 
with incredibly high amounts of inefficiency 
because they spread out too quickly. | think 
most are really in the middle right now, trying 
to figure out what their healthy balance is.” 

In the case of Mattel, that balance 
manifested in the toyco closing two of its 
factories in China and one in Canada in 2022. 
While consolidating parts of its supply chain, 
Mattel simultaneously refocused its efforts 
on making Mexico its largest production 
hub by investing more than USS47 million 
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to expand its Nuevo Leon facility. The 
now-complete expansion doubled the plant’s 
workforce to 3,500 workers who are handling 
production for Barbie, MEGA Bloks, Power 
Wheels and Fisher-Price products. 

The investment to move its supply 
chain closer to home not only increased 
Mattel’s manufacturing capacity and 
productivity in the Americas, but its new 
200,000-square-meter “super-plant” is also 
located within reach of its second-largest 
distribution center in Texas. This facility 
exports toys to more than 30 countries 
worldwide and keeps stateside shipping costs 
significantly lower, including to key accounts 
like Walmart and Target. 


New delivery in New Delhi 

When he's evaluating alternative markets for 
production, Reece looks at three key factors: 
export toy value, workforce population and 
the number of toy factories a country has at 
the export level. 

Drawing on internal research from Kids 
Brand Insight, industry top dog China exports 
US$33.5 billion in toys annually, operating out 
of 10,000 factories with a workforce of 784 
million people. By comparison, runner-up 
region Vietnam only exports US$2.92 billion 
in toys from just over 160 factories with a 
workforce of 56 million. 

Despite Vietnam now having a larger posi- 
tion in toy exports than it’s had in the past, 
Reece is betting on India as the next big toy 
hub since it has 521 million workers already 
in the toy-making business. “The only place 
that has the chance to rival China’s capacity 
is India; because it has a large population 
of 1.4 billion people, it has an abundant 
local labor force ready in place,” he says. 
“This gives India a key advantage over other 
neighboring countries in the market. It’s the 
only one in the world with the eventual 
capacity and ambition to handle all parts 
of the supply chain, including building and 
sourcing components.” 

This is most evident in India’s bustling car 
manufacturing sector, which produces more 
than 25 million vehicles a year. With most of 
the components made from plastic, Reece 
says these facilities are armed with the same 
tools necessary for mass-scale toy pro- 
duction, including injection, blow and roto 
molding techniques. The factories are just 
waiting on that new contract for the next big 
figure or doll range to hit the table. 
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an industry, location-based enter- 


@ 
tainment (LBE) experienced a big 
eC a | | a boom in business last year as parents sought 
out new types of experiences for their 


families to enjoy. And brand owners of all 


sizes capitalized by inking deals to install 


their properties into theme parks, live shows 
a S O C eC [ and retail activations. But there’s one type 
eee of attraction that incorporates elements of 


all of these popular experiences into one 


convenient and scalable business: family 
Brand owners and theme park builders share their formula for entertainment centers (FECs). And the mar- 
bringing kids franchises to life as family entertainment centers. ket for these facilities is hotter than ever. 
The global FEC business generated US$30.9 
BY: COLE WATSON billion in revenue in 2022, and is expected to 
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grow by 11.5% annually to hit US$88.7 billion by 
2032, according to a report published last May 
by Allied Market Research (AMR). While most 
existing FEC businesses cater to teenagers 
with offerings such as arcades, VR boxes and 
themed cafés, the report forecasts that fami- 
lies with tweens will eat up the lion’s share of 
this market over the next 10 years as new kids 
brands enter the space. 

The two regions where FECs are the 
most lucrative are North America and Asia 
Pacific. In 2023, the North American market 
accounted for US$10.86 billion in total FEC 
revenue, and forecasting has that figure grow- 
ing by 10.7% annually over the next nine years. 
Meanwhile, the APAC market is expected to 
see significant FEC growth during this same 
period because of the rapid development of 
retail spaces in Asian nations including Japan, 
India and China. Nearly 80% of all construc- 
tion projects in the broader territory are new 
malls where FECs can be installed with other 
retailers, according to AMR’s report. 

This opportunity has not gone unnoticed 
by WildBrain CPLG, which launched its own 
dedicated LBE division in Shanghai last year 
to translate its portfolio of original and 
third-party IPs into new experiences for the 
APAC region. The initial game plan will focus 
on rolling out its first range of FECs based on 
Teletubbies, Peanuts and In the Night Garden 
across China starting as early as 2025. 

But WildBrain CPLG isn’t entering this 
market blindly. The company has about 


seven years of experience gleaned from 
installing its IPs into existing FECs around the 
world, including bringing the Teletubbies to 
Hong Kong’s YOHO Mall to play hide-and- 
seek, and Strawberry Shortcake making 

her appearance at the Rockefeller Center’s 
Candy Cottage of Christmas Magic last year. 

The division has also hired LBE veteran 
Kevin Suh as a consultant to help develop its 
global strategy (he managed more than 20 
theme park programs for Paramount during his 
tenure as the company’s president of themed 
entertainment and consumer products). 

Once it has established a foothold in the 
market, WildBrain CPLG plans to offer its LBE 
services to new and existing clients in order 
to strengthen its position as a best-in-class 
licensing agency. 

The most appealing element of these 
attractions is that FECs can scale quickly and 
roll out in multiple cities, as long as the brand 
owner has a good concept. By contrast, 


Hasbro opened its 
second-ever NERF 
Action Xperience 
to families last 
year, and three 
more are already 
in the pipeline 

for the US 


and China 


theme parks can take billions of dollars and 
several years to get off the ground, says 
Maarten Weck, WildBrain CPLG’s EVP of 
global partnerships and licensing. 

“Family entertainment centers are generally 
built where there is already high-density foot 
traffic across all demographics,” says Weck. 
“In principle, an FEC doesn’t necessarily sell 
products; it’s more of an immersive experi- 
ence that is laid on top of an existing retail 
concept, like a mall or a museum.” 


WildBrain CPLG’s strategy for adapting 
kids brands into FECs focuses on devel- 
oping interactive attractions that surprise 
the audience while invoking memorable 
moments from the content’s lore, adds 
Weck. During early development, WildBrain 
CPLG’s blueprint includes adding AR screens 
and tech to create an immersive theater 
experience where kids can interact with 
characters and feel like they're part 
of the brand. 
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Max-Matching Entertainments is leading the LBE push in China, 
with plans to open a Beijing shopping mall filled with FECs in 2025 


To help bring this vision to life, WildBrain 
CPLG partnered with Beijing-based Max- 
Matching Entertainments. Its president, 
Owen Zhao, has more than 25 years of 
experience in the LBE industry and has 
already ushered several kidcos into China, 
including Mattel and British studio Aardman 
Animations. The Chinese market is an 
emerging but growing hotspot for FECs, 
compared to other established countries 
such as the US and UK, notes Zhao. 

“The Chinese LBE industry only has about 
two decades of history,” he says. “The huge 
population and incentives to encourage birth 
in China and many other Asian countries 
have given rise to an expansive market. And 
the rapid economic development in recent 
decades has created the need for high-quality 


tourism projects for citizens with stronger 
purchasing power.” 

Max-Matching has also signed deals to 
build and operate new FEC projects with 


asbro and Crayola in 2025. These include 


asbro’s NERF Action Xperience (ranging 
from 16,000 to 48,000 square feet) and the 
first international venue for the Crayola 
Experience (40,000 square feet). These two 
FECs will launch as part of the developer's 
Top Park mall in Beijing, which will also host 


three additional centers and a themed hotel. 
Despite this lucrative market potential, 
Zhao notes that the standards for FEC 
entertainment are at an all-time high. “The 
pandemic has heightened visitor expec- 
tations, placing increased value on their 
out-of-home experiences, and raising 


demand for comfort, ease, quality and 
satisfaction. Haphazard moves, such as 
label-slapping, will only lead to brand dilution 
and disappointment for guests.” 

Because FEC concepts can be very broad, 
there's no one-size-fits-all strategy or busi- 
ness model that brand owners can apply 
to get into the business, adds Matt Proulx, 
Hasbro's LBE VP. “There are people who want 
to go into FECs who do not quite understand 
that just because you open it, the hard work 
has only just begun.” 

He says brand owners need to constantly 
monitor which facilities families are spending 
the most time in, and also where they’ve lost 
interest—especially during the opening weeks 
when first impressions are critical. If a game, 
food item or piece of merchandise is failing 
to attract an audience, the team will rework it 
or replace it with something completely new. 
While this increases investment, it can moti- 
vate guests to return to the FEC, says Proulx. 

To help mitigate these challenges, Hasbro 
invests significant time into researching part- 
ners and then working with them to develop 
a potential business plan before signing 
a deal. This process involves budgeting, 
identifying the cultural needs of each market, 
showcasing where the IP can stand out, 
developing a marketing plan that runs post- 
launch, and outlining the complete consumer 
journey while at the facility. 

Hasbro has utilized this model multiple 
times since opening its first FEC, Monopoly 
Dreams, in Hong Kong five years ago. And 
its newest entertainment center launches 
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range from the second-ever NERF FEC in the 
UK (2023) with long-time partner Kingsmen 
Xperience, Hasbro City in Mexico (2023) and 
Playocity in Saudi Arabia (2022), a joint-venture 
with the Al Hokair Group. 

While Hasbro has access to several 
high-proflle kids brands in its portfolio that 
it can tap for new FECs, Pennsylvania-based 
Crayola is leveraging its 120-year expertise in 
crayons and crafts to attract guests. Crayola 
has been in the FEC business for 25 years 
and uses these in-person experiences as a 
way to showcase products to existing and 
potential customers. A good example is 
its Scribble Scrubbie line of colorable and 
washable pets, which kids can play with at 
the Crayola Experience FEC and then pur- 
chase later on-site. 

To date, the arts & crafts giant has 
opened five Crayola Experience locations 
across the US, with six more set to roll out 
in the next seven years in partnership with 
BrightColors. The venues feature more than 
25 interactive attractions, ranging from kids 
making and naming their own crayons, to AR 
activities, jungle gyms and live shows with 
guest participation. 

“Creativity matters in this industry,” says 
Warren Schorr, Crayola’s SVP of business 
development, global licensing and experi- 
ences. “A critical component for us early on 
was identifying the core pillars of our brand 
and leveraging our existing products. These 
experiences are the physical manifestation of 
our mission to help parents and teachers raise 
creative kids.” 
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CHRISTOPHER BYRNE (a.k.a. The Toy Guy) 
is a toy expert, consultant, author and 
co-host of The Playground Podcast. 


may be a relative newcomer, but Gabby’s Dollhouse 
already looks like a major, long-term success—and a mer- } 
chandising powerhouse. fi hon 
Produced by DreamWorks Animation Television, the preschool 
series launched on Netflix in 2021, followed shortly after by a 
line of licensed products from Spin Master. A year later, The 
Hollywood Reporter called Gabby’s Dollhouse “a sleeper hit.” 
According to retail sales data from consumer behavior 
researcher Circana, Gabby’s Dollhouse was the number-two preschool toy license in the US 
for YTD in September 2023. The show’s seamless integration of programming and play is key 
to the merchandise’s success, confirming that narrative is one of the most powerful compo- 
nents driving a licensed toy line. 
Kidscreen sat down with Doug Wadleigh, EVP of global brands for Spin Master, to gab 
about all things Gabby and what’s made it such a hit—both as an entertainment brand and 
as a platform for toys and play. 


Kidscreen: What is it about the show—and the story—that has made Gabby’s Dollhouse 
so toyetic? 


Doug Wadleigh: Gabby’s Dollhouse is extraordinary. It’s a toymaker’s dream come to life. 
First, it has traditional dollhouse play, complete with everything that we know works in 
dollhouses—features such as great rooms, elevators and slides. 

It also has a highly aspirational element that really fosters imagination. A real girl gets 
transformed and transported into the dollhouse. Once she’s there, there are so many 
different things to do. And it’s got an unbelievably cute aesthetic. 

There’s whimsy in the world, from the music to everything being “cat-ifled.” Everything 
about the aesthetic is also happy, including the colors, the design of the characters, and 
the attention to detail. When we set up the galleries at Toy Fair, if you were down in the 
dumps, you could just go look at the product and it always picked you up. 


There is so much going on in the show. Outside of the obvious things like the dollhouse, 
how do you approach developing toys that reflect Gabby’s world, while providing lots of 
room for kids to imagine and build their own narratives? 


It started with a strong idea from DreamWorks to anchor everything in the Dollhouse, and 
we have a great team as well at Spin Master Entertainment. What we do before every sea- 
son is have collaboration sessions. Where can Gabby go? What new place can we create? 
How does she get there? And what's in the secret attic? 

DreamWorks is open to hearing our ideas. At the end of the day, it’s their show and their 
IP, and they can do what they like, but they do solicit our ideas—and every once in a while, 
we get a hit. For instance, we ideated Gabby’s Dollhouse Cruise Ship two years ago...and 
they [incorporated] it. 

It’s a real change in the approach to licensing. I’ve been doing this a really long time, and it 
can be difficult to have that kind of collaborative relationship. 


For kids shows, having a toy line as part of that pitch is no longer a “nice to have,” it’s a 
“need to have.” What advice would you give creative folks developing their IPs and trying 
to attract a toy company? 


First and foremost, if you think you have the recipe for success, you're wrong. There is no 
magic recipe. For toy companies, there will always be something you pick that won't work, 
and something you pass on that will. 

What we look for are classic, traditional play patterns that have been around for decades. 
It’s important that the storylines and characters are aspirational for both boys and girls. We 
look for rich, robust storytelling, characters that kids find compelling, and deep worlds they 
want to immerse themselves in. 

You also have to have a hook that’s unique and different—live action or animation. 
For Gabby, it was the aesthetic...and overloading it with cats. You have to look for the 
opportunities to merchandise and give kids a way to play out those stories, as well as 
create their own. & 
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T here is an actual science to smiling. It’s 
the response to stimuli that triggers a 


muscular response around the mouth and 
eyes. And when we see someone smile, it’s 
infectious because of the mirror neurons 

that help us connect as human beings. While 
children are developing, smiles help them learn 
to empathize and regulate their emotions. 
Smiling also plays a role in relationship-building 
by fostering connection and security. 

Using Wantent’s X-Ray video and text 
analysis tool—which analyzes content through 
bible, script and video analysis, breaking it 
down into attributes and providing com- 
prehensive testing—we looked at how kids 
respond to four popular preschool shows: 
Peppa Pig, Bluey, Cocomelon and Gabby’s 
Dollhouse. For this article, we have identified 
one explicit example from each show that 
creates positive emotions among preschool 
viewers and makes them smile. 


The empathetic toddler 

Empathy is a cornerstone of social devel- 
opment for toddlers, fostering positive 
relationships and emotional intelligence. 
Toddlers develop empathy by observing 
interactions, experiencing emotions them- 
selves, and engaging in supportive, empathetic 


environments that model compassionate 
behavior. This early skill lays the foundation for 
healthy social connections later on. 

In the analysis of Peppa Pig, George (Peppa’s 
little brother) scores highly for empathy with 
other children, despite his limited dialogue 
(see chart on the next page). In just 44 spoken 
words over the 15 episodes studied (compared 
to Peppa Pig’s 933 or Mummy Pig’s 617), George 
uses recognizable actions, gestures and facial 
expressions to convey meaning that young 
viewers can pick up on. 

George’s character in Peppa Pig is the 
stand-in for preschool viewers, making him an 
effective model for teaching empathy while 
navigating everyday challenges with peers. In 
one memorable episode, George’s younger 
cousin, Alexander, struggles with building a 
block tower. Instead of competing with him 
or ignoring his frustration, George demon- 
strates a genuine concern for Alexander's 
situation. Through subtle gestures and a calm 
demeanor (not words), George offers to help, 
creating an atmosphere of collaboration. 

George’s empathy is an easy visual cue 
for young viewers to understand and learn 
from, demonstrating positive conflict reso- 
lution. Peppa Pig resonates with preschool 
kids (at least in part) because it portrays 


realistic and therefore recognizable toddler 
interactions and scenarios. George’s empa- 
thy for Alexander's plight not only mirrors 
common situations in a preschooler’s world 
(e.g. frustration during play); it also serves as 
a model for young viewers to imitate. The 
simplicity of the exchange allows children to 
observe and internalize the value of empa- 
thy in peer relationships. 


Landing a good joke 

Animated sensation Bluey distinguishes itself 
by ingeniously crafting humor that transcends 
age barriers, resonating with its primary pre- 
school audience, but also with older children 
and parents. The show's use of layered jokes 
ensures a delightful viewing experience for 
the whole family. 

For example, in the second-season episode 
“Seesaw,” Bluey’s dad Bandit intervenes on the 
playground when he sees the smallest child, 
Pom Pom, being excluded. His problem-solving 
behavior has deeper context for adults—such 
as eating sausages to make himself heavier, 
and pretending that the kids pushing him feels 
like a relaxing massage for his tired back. 

Bluey goes one step further than sparking 
smiles because it creates shared laughter 
between all viewers—parents included. Not 
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Wantent’s X-Ray 
analysis results 
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words 
jokes 
positive emotions 


negative emotions 
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empathy towards adults 
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empathy towards adults 


DADDY PIG 


words 
jokes 
positive emotions 
: : 5 
negative emotions 


empathy towards kids 


empathy towards adults 


MUMMY PIG 


words 

jokes 

positive emotions 
negative emotions 
empathy towards kids 


empathy towards adults 


only do the parent characters (Bandit and 
Chilli) and their kids (Bluey and Bingo) laugh 
together on screen; the show's comedy 
also encourages parents and kids watching 
to laugh together at home. 

The importance of jokes that span 
generations lies in their capacity to build 
engagement and create a shared viewing 
experience. As Bluey ages up its humor, it 
captures the attention of a broader audi- 
ence and also fosters a sense of co-viewing 
enjoyment. This approach contributes sig- 
nificantly to the show’s widespread success 
and enduring popularity. 


Pacing emotion 

While the humor in Bluey resonates across 
age groups, the show’s reliance on sarcasm 
may, at times, be less appealing to younger 
preschoolers. Sarcastic jokes often come 
with more aggressive facial expressions. And 
because children are highly responsive to 
these cues, such moments could potentially 
disengage the youngest viewers. 

The level of social comprehension 
necessary to recognize sarcasm’s subtleties 
is formed at a later age, and preschool 
children often take these kinds of jokes 
quite literally. This can lead to a misunder- 
standing of the intended mood, character 
motivation and plot, resulting in what is 
actually playful content being perceived 
as aggressive. Striking a balance in humor 
styles becomes crucial for ensuring the 
show remains inclusive and captivating for 
its diverse audience. 

Comparing the numbers, Peppa Pig has 
less overall emotional effect than Bluey. 
The belly laughs that Bluey delivers will 
appeal to older audiences who enjoy its 
more complex emotions and adult-focused 
jokes, whereas younger preschoolers will 
smile and relax more with the empathetic 
and non-negative emotional undercurrents 
in a Peppa Pig episode. 


Monkey see, monkey do 

Kids are great mimics. Humans instinctively 
imitate observed behavior—especially 
facial expressions, and especially at a 
young age. It is one of the first forms of 
communication that babies learn. 

Both CoComelon and Gabby’s 
Dollhouse make use of smiling faces 
directed at the viewer to create positive 
emotional moments, but they do it using 


slightly different strategies. In the three 
CoComelon episodes we tested, positive 
emotional moments like happiness and 
surprise were expressed through smiles 
and laughter. The show is full of smiling 
faces, framed in close-up with the illusion 
of character-audience eye contact. 

The deliberate emphasis on positive emo- 
tions aligns with child development research 
recognizing the impact of facial expressions 
on young viewers. By consistently featuring 
characters beaming with happiness, the 
show aims to create a cheerful and engaging 
atmosphere for preschoolers. 

Gabby’s Dollhouse also relies on charac- 
ters’ facial expressions and other visual cues 
to portray positive emotional moments, 
often with Gabby and her friends looking 
at the camera. The difference, however, is 
the focus on collaboration and teamwork. 

For example, in one episode, Pandy 
Paws and Gabby help Cakey decorate a 
three-tier cake. The exchange is joyful and 
affirmative as the three complete the task, 
with Cakey eliciting an enthusiastically 
thankful response (“Thanks Pandy!”). These 
nuanced emotional cues contribute to 


the portrayal of positive interactions and 
serve as a key element for engaging young 
viewers with depictions of camaraderie, 
highlighted within an animated context. 


Takeaway 

Wantent’s study drives home how skilled 
many kids content-makers are today. The 
attention to detail and understanding of 
young audiences shows through writing 
and design that caters to the demograph- 
ic’s specific needs and tastes. The industry 
standard remains high. 

Each show has such nuances. Whether 
it be CoComelon’s talent at mirroring 
preschoolers’ facial expressions, Peppa 
Pig's ability to empathize with children, 
or Bluey’s skill at creating shared laughter, 
there is true diversity in the way preschool 
shows make kids smile. [3 


PETER ROBINSON 
Founder, Gone With 


LESHA SHALDENKO, PHD 
CEO and co-founder, Wantent 


VLADLENA REVINA 
Head of insights & lead content analyst, Wantent 


ety jirTriy super 49 


Rai ye Cane LA VY 
LT Yoy €G)REDIO CESS or Gelbep ete 


NS-52X22" 


MN 
' 


CHOUETTE CIE - SUPAMONKS 


© CYBER GROUP STUDIOS - LA 
. 
~“ 


46  KIDINSIGHT, | February/March 2024 


What kids watch.on SVOD: US vs. UK. 


Zero to three 

Mickey Mouse Clubhouse 1 8 
Bluey 28 

CoComelon 3 N 

P] Masks 4 N 

Doc McStuffins 5 “® 


Four to seven 

P] Masks 1 N 

Bluey 2B 

Mickey Mouse Clubhouse 3 B 

The Boss Baby: Back in Business 4 N 
Blippi's Adventures 5 N 


Eight to 11 

The Boss Baby: Back in Business 1 N 
Henry Danger 2 N 

The Boss Baby: Back in the Crib 3 N 
Big Hero6 4 ® 

Ultimate Spider-Man 5 ® 


12 to 16 

Stranger Things 1 N 
Family Guy 2 ® 
The Simpsons 3 ® 
Friends 4 N 
American Dad 5 ® 


Source: KidsKnowBest (2023). Nougat. 


Very important 


Quite important 


Zero to three 

N 1 Peppa Pig 

N 2 CoComelon 

® 3 Bluey 

N 4 PAW Patrol 

N 5 Ben & Holly’s Little Kingdom 


Four to seven 

® 1 Bluey 

N 2 Alvinnn!!! And the Chipmunks 
N 3 PAW Patrol 

N 4 Peppa Pig 
N 


» CoComelon 


Eight to 11 

N 1 Mr. Bean 

N 2 Horrid Henry 

N 3 Alvinnn!!! and the Chipmunks 
N 4 Boss Baby: Back in Business 
N 5 SpongeBob SquarePants 

12 to 16 


N 1 Stranger Things 

N 2 Friends 

N 3 Rick & Morty 

N 4 A Series of Unfortunate Events 


® 5 Family Guy 
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It’ been just over a year since ChatGPT 
S launched, kicking off widespread 


discourse about the potential of artificial intel- 
ligence. Some kids producers have greeted the 
tech with skepticism and trepidation, while 
others are viewing it as an indispensable tool 
for producing animation faster and cheap- 
er—a godsend for an industry facing deep 
financing cuts and rising costs. 

Historically, animation studios have had to 
sacrifice quality for speed and scale. But with 
Al, it’s possible to have both. And that may 
be exactly what's required to keep up with 
the ever-increasing need for more premium 
content everywhere that kids want it. 

Demand in the animation industry for gen- 
erative Al tools (which can initiate text, images 
and content) is exploding, with more and more 
companies adopting them or creating their 
own. And the market value of generative Al in 
animation is expected to grow from USS900 
million in 2022 to a whopping USSI7 billion by 
2032, according to data released by research 
firm Market.US last year. 

Al is such a rapidly developing tech that 
production companies are constantly reca- 
librating their expectations when it comes 
to financial considerations like ROI and 
cost-cutting potential. (More than one pro- 
ducer we spoke with joked that all of their 
use-cases could be out of date by the time 
this article comes out, in fact.) Nevertheless, 


a picture of the impact Al can have ona 
production's timeline and budget is starting 
to become clear. 


Savvy scheduling 

Applying it to roughly 20 productions, Paris- 
based TeamTO (Ninn, Jade Armor) has been 
experimenting with Al for about a decade 
now. Its tool uses an algorithm that can 
optimize a production schedule by looking at 
past timelines, and studio president and CEO 
Guillaume Hellouin estimates that it shaves 
about 10% to 15% in production time off the 
average animated series or film schedule. 


There are also cost-saving opportunities 
related to an important but often overlooked 
aspect of most studio operations: the data 
center. TeamTO is using Al to code a program 
for managing the temperature of its server 
room to minimize fluctuations and conserve 
energy. This might sound like a super-technical 
application that wouldn't really contribute 
much to the bottom line, but Hellouin pre- 
dicts that the program will save the company 


around 15% in energy spending, and also 
reduce TeamTO’s carbon footprint. 

TeamTO plans to share the data center 
program with other companies as open- 
source software sometime in 2024 so that 
the industry as a whole can move towards 
becoming more green. And Hellouin also sees 
potential in licensing its Al scheduling tools 
to artists on a paid model, but says this is 
more of a long-term plan that may play out 
in the next two to four years. 

“During production, it’s common to have 
used half your budget and time, but only be 
a third of the way into the delivery sched- 
ule,” says Hellouin. “These tools can tell you 
how to optimize time spent so you can work 
within kids industry budgets and raise quality, 
without losing time and energy.” 


A targeted approach 
Some companies are starting to look at how 
Al can fill a gap in the market for production 
tools made specifically with animation for 
kids in mind. Al-powered mocap is a prime 
example: The licensed tools for overlaying 
live-action footage are typically trained off 
the movements of adults, not kids. And this 
means more cleanup work for studios. 
Existing Al tools can’t handle the specific 
movement of animated characters, so Paris- 
based Animaj is building its own retargeting 
tool for translating live-action film into any 
animated character with minimal touch-ups. 
Without the costly retakes that tradition- 
al tools often require, mocap (and overall 
production) could be more scalable, says 
co-founder and CEO Sixte de Vauplane. 


TeamTO has been experimenting with 
Al for 10 years (on projects including 
Ninn) to optimize scheduling and 
shorten production time 
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Because it’s early days still, Animaj isn’t 
ready to say definitively how much money 
can be saved with Al. But the company has 
built several practical use-cases for its pipe- 
line. These include text-to-3D motion (where 
an animator can type in a scene and create 
a fully editable 3D model), as well as its own 
“motion-to-motion retransfer tool” that uses 
mocap and Al to produce scenes up to 60% 
faster than without mocap. 

This lets animators overlay animated 
characters onto motion-capture footage. 
Animaj has been developing its retransfer 
tool for more than six months, and it can 
now produce scenes that used to take 30 
hours in about half that time since talent isn’t 
spending as much time redoing work that’s 
now done by technology. And it’s pairing this 
with Al that can read text and scan animatics 
to copy and reuse characters’ motions, so 
the team doesn’t need to film as much new 
mocap footage. 

Based on Animaj’s early experiments 
and the efficiencies they’ve enabled, de 
Vauplane believes many studios would be 
well-served to earmark 10% of revenue 
for developing custom Al capabilities. He 
strongly advocates a more proactive and 
proprietary approach than waiting for 
generative Al tools made specifically for kids 
content to hit the market, given that this 
niche demand might not be a priority when 
every industry under the sun is clamoring 
for the development of Al applications. 

Al-powered mocap is the key to Animaj’s 
plan to expand existing IPs in big digital-first 
ways. The first property it’s focusing on 
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is Pocoyo, which the studio acquired in 
September. This preschool animation brand 
originated at Zinkia Entertainment in Spain 
and has been around for more than two 
decades, although it only has four television 
seasons to its name. (Zinkia struggled to 
finance new content and focused instead on 
repackaging existing programming.) 

In addition to producing a 26-ep fifth sea- 
son that will be more action-driven, Animaj 
is working on creating several new Pocoyo 
specials and spinoffs, as well as short-form 
digital content. 


A matter of policy 

9 Story Media Group's research and devel- 
opment team is working on developing Al 
tools to automate production processes like 
lip-syncing; animation in-betweening; rigging; 
increasing the resolution (a.k.a. up-rezing) 

of backgrounds; mocap; and predictive 
budgeting and scheduling. And while it hasn’t 
deployed any of these tools yet, the com- 
pany posted an Al policy on its website in 
January outlining for partners and stakehold- 
ers exactly how it’s using the technology. 

At the heart of this statement is a vow that 
Al will “replace tasks, not people,” says Cathal 
Gaffney, Brown Bag Films’ managing director 
and COO of 9 Story Media Group. And the 
company won't use Al to create backgrounds 
and character designs, either, because 


Al-generated images can't be copyrighted. 
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Encantos is employing Al to promote 
Skeletina, a new series based on a 2022 book 
by company co-founder and CEO Susie Jaramillo 


The strategy behind releasing a policy that 
formalizes these insights is two-fold. First, it 
lets 9 Story inform its partners and clients 
(who expect privacy and originality) that Al 
won't be making its shows, says Gaffney. And 
second, it establishes a guideline for other 
studios to follow, since most are also in the 
nascent stages of trying to figure out where 
and how to employ this tech. “Our policy 
will evolve as Al tools change, but we'll be 
transparent about how were using it behind 
the scenes,” Gaffney says. 

One new use for Al that 9 Story is explor- 
ing is text-to-speech for generating dialogue 
when actors aren't attached and the schedule 
is being affected (e.g. creating animatics). 

Al could generate a voice for the video in 
minutes. In this example, tech saves time and 
talent costs—benefits that Gaffney believes 
are certain to make this use-case common- 
place in the industry before long. 

The company’s next steps include rolling 
out its tools and seeing just how much Al can 
reduce costs—and increase profits. 


More bang for your Al buck 

Al technology is primed to change the indus- 
try even more than recent developments 

like game engines and virtual production 
have, says Charles Howell, president of global 
advertising and content at visual effects 
powerhouse Framestore (The Little Mermaid, 
Barbie, The Marvels). 


Howell’s London-based shop uses neural 
networks to make the time-intensive process 
of rigging hundreds of thousands of nodes 
(for controlling a character's skin and bones, 
for example) virtually instantaneous—a 
process that used to take a human several 
days. And Framestore has also set up groups 
to explore how Al can handle lighting, 2D 
animation and storyboarding with Previs. 

Smaller studios and independent cre- 
ators are also starting to play around with 
Al applications. For example, LA’s Encantos 
(Canticos) is experimenting with generative Al 
to build brand awareness for Skeletina, a new 
series it’s developing about a girl who drops 
into kids’ nightmares to turn them into sweet 
dreams. The project is based on a 2022 book 
from Macmillan Publishers called Skeletina 
and the In-Between World. 

Encantos launched an Al-driven Dream 
Machine tool in October as part of its 
marketing plan for the brand. Powered by a 
large-language model (LLM), kids can input 
a written description of a nightmare into 
Dream Machine, which will rewrite it with a 
happy ending orchestrated by Skeletina. So 
far, 1600 stories have been generated and 
emailed to kids. 

Encantos co-founder and CEO Susie 
Jaramillo estimates that Al is saving the 
company around US$50,000 that would 
otherwise be required to hire talent to write 
the stories manually. This kind of spend 
would only be sustainable for a few months, 
and would be impossible to manage if there 
was a huge surge in submissions. 

“It’s only scalable to a degree since humans 
are still moderating the stories,” notes 
Jaramillo. “But Al is getting smarter, so it can 
create fully original stories that are told in the 
character's voice.” 

Beyond this specific marketing tactic, 
there's also potential for Encantos to start 
using Al to create new content. The studio 
is in the early stages of partnering with a 
software company to create CG-animated 
versions of its 2D-animated characters for 
the first time. Instead of having to hire a 
whole team, or partner with a service studio 
to do the expensive work of creating new 
character art and models, Encantos can do 
it with Al. 

In short, the tech is enabling small com- 
panies to compete in the marketplace and 
promote their brands without breaking the 
bank, says Jaramillo. 1 
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Toys 3.0 


Al is changing everything in the 
toy industry, from the backroom 
to retail shelves. 


BY: GARY RUSAK 


rtificial intelligence is quickly becoming a 
A part of everyday life. Our smartphones 
suggest how to complete an email or text, and 
recommend what we should watch, read and 
order over the course of a day. ChatGPT dom- 
inated conversations in 2023, and the year also 
saw both Microsoft and Elon Musk’s X unveil 
ambitious Al strategies. The technology was 
even the subject of an executive order from 
the US president outlining a framework for Al 
adoption, including five principles to keep it 
safe and ethical. 


Suffice it to say, Al is here. No industry is 


immune to its charms, and toy companies 
are rapidly adopting the technology for both 
consumer-facing and back-end applications. 


Behind the scenes 

“| think the first place you are going to see 
Al in action is really in toy creation—the 
workflow of production,” says Robin Raskin, 
founder of The Virtual Events Group. 

A longtime industry insider, Raskin says 
the technology is already embedded in the 
supply chain and production side of the in- 
dustry. She cites a recent panel at New York’s 
Toy Fair, where a representative from China's 
mammoth online retailer Alibaba Group 
highlighted the company’s use of Al. 

“If they are facing a supply-side issue, they 
will use Al to create an RFP to send to the 
right vendors,” she explains. “They have ev- 
erything done with the touch of a button.” 

Raskin sees the adoption of this technol- 
ogy at the clerical and administrative level 


Equipped with 1,000-plus lessons designed to help 
kids with language acquisition through stories, 
the ROYBI edu-bot is also fully conversational, 

thanks to an Al model that uses voice recognition 


mirroring the seismic effects that previous 
technological revolutions have had on the 
workforce. “What we are telling people in the 
industry is that your staff should be practic- 
ing their Al smarts everyday. They need to 
reskill now, or they will get left behind.” 

Sydney Wiseman, VP of brand develop- 
ment and creative strategy for WowWee, 
says Al is already a big part of the toyco’s 
workflow. The company is currently using Al 
throughout its back-end processes, such as 
assisting with organizing, clerical work and 
early concept art. 

“It has been incredibly helpful,” says 
Wiseman, adding that she uses the technol- 
ogy to give the company’s design team a 
clearer picture of nascent toy concepts. 

“It makes you more resourceful, but it 
doesn't give you final products,” she notes, 
stressing that there is no replacing the 
human element that has gone into making 
WowWee a major player in the toy industry 
for the past 35 years. 
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First introduced in the ‘70s, the newest version of Mego’s 2-XL 
robot friend uses Al to have engaging—and safe—chats with kids 


“| think soul is what makes creative people 
creative,” she says. “The art that is being pro- 
duced with these Al tools doesn’t have soul.” 

For this reason, as well as concerns about kid 
safety and security, WowWee has not integrat- 
ed Al capabilities into any of its products... 
yet. “When it comes to kids, considering 
COPPA and privacy protection, it’s too much 
at the moment,” says Wiseman. “I don’t think 
we know enough about where it’s going to 
use it for a kid-focused product.” 

However, she concedes that over time and 
with proper security measures in place, an 


Al-infused robot from WowWee seems inevi- 
table. “We are definitely looking into how we 
are going to use it in our robots in the future.” 


ROYBI 

California-based ROYBI is already much fur- 
ther down the road toward developing an Al 
robot for kids in the educational market. 

Founded in 2019, the company has spe- 
cifically designed its same-name robot to 
promote language acquisition, using a voice 
recognition Al model that makes it fluently 
conversational. The robot's primary purpose 
is to deliver more than 1,000 language lessons. 
It currently retails for around USS150 and is 
widely available online. 

“It talks to the child in short stories,” ex- 
plains Elnaz Sarraf, ROYBI’s founder and CEO. 
“It then asks the child to repeat some of the 
vocabulary. It is focused on improving commu- 
nication and assisting language acquisition.” 

The robot leverages a mixture of cloud 
computing and proprietary technology to gen- 
erate appropriate responses to kids’ questions. 

With a target demographic of three- to 
seven-year-olds in mind, ROYBI has spent 


a significant amount of time and resources 
to ensure that the most stringent safety 
guardrails are in place. Its development team 
has engaged a deep roster of privacy experts 
and legal consultants to assist in creating an 
ironclad safety infrastructure. ROYBI has even 
created its own technology to moderate 
content by employing a number of sophisti- 
cated algorithms. 

“It’s housed on Amazon Web Services, 
which has really good security,” says Sarraf. 
“We are not a giant corporation, so we have 
to really work together with others to pro- 
tect the information.” 

To improve safety and add convenience, 
the next generation of ROYBI’s bot will 
tighten up its security net even more by 
entirely cutting out the cloud component, 
she adds. “The voice recognition will be done 
on the device itself, not in the cloud. It will 
be amazing for security and allow the device 
to be used without internet access.” 


2-XL 
New York’s Mego is also harnessing the pow- 
er of Al to create a robot friend for young 
children. The company has partnered with 
LA-based tech firm Disruptive to reimagine 
Mego’s classic 2-XL educational robot that 
was first introduced in the late 1970s. 

Thanks to Al, the new version has shed 
its educational roots and is now focused on 
engaging kids in casual, friendly conversation 
ina startlingly realistic way. “It’s very nuanced 
and can pick up different contextual conver- 
sations,” says Nathaniel Hunter, founder of 
Disruptive. “It will become a close compan- 
ion and friend, without the child realizing 


that their parents have complete oversight.” 


Your staff should be practicing 
their Al smarts everyday. 


They need to reskill now, 
or they will get left behind. 


—Robin Raskin, The Virtual Events Group 


After years of development, 2-XL is ready 
to offer fellowship and entertainment to 
kids around the world, Hunter says. “It’s 
conversational like a human, and it’s built 
with long-, mid- and short-term memory. It’s 
completely revolutionary.” 

The robot's personality and interactions 
are unassailably positive—it’s designed so 
that any nefarious prompting elicits only a 
constructive response and a polite sugges- 
tion to change the topic, while the device 
also notifies parents about any potential 
issues or dangers. In fact, parents are privy 
to every interaction the 2-XL has with their 
child, and can easily set up their own con- 
versational parameters and red-flag topics. 

Cognizant of both the regulatory and moral 
responsibility inherent in creating a kid-friendly 
Al, Mego has earmarked considerable resourc- 
es for implementing hundreds of layers of data 
moderation and safety algorithms. 

“It’s simple—if you don't protect the 
kids, you don’t have a product,” says Marty 
Abrams, CEO of Mego. “There cannot be a 
crack in the armor.” 

The new 2-XL soft-launched in December 
at Macy’s and FAO Schwarz in the US, and 
has distribution deals set up in 32 countries (it 
speaks dozens of languages). It will retail for 
about USS150. 

Abrams, who made his name in the toy 
industry with licensed action figures, says 
the robot is a perfect vessel for a long-term, 
licensable and merchandisable |P—the first 
that has Al at its very core. 

“We have built a whole world around 
the 2-XL,” he says. “It’s an incredibly deep 
narrative, and [the toy launch] is really just 
the beginning.” 
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BETTING, 


There’s no question that the experience of 
moviegoing is changing. But one thing that isn’t 
is the power of kid-friendly IPs to drive ticket 
sales. Blockbusters Barbie and The Super Mario 
Bros. Movie, both deeply rooted in the world of 
play, were 2023's highest-earning feature 
films of the year. And although they 
didn’t crack into the global top 10, 
PAW Patrol: The Mighty Movie 

and Teenage Mutant Ninja 

Turtles: Mutant Mayhem also 
posted nine-figure numbers at the 
box office on eight-figure budgets. 


With strike delays causing gaps 

in 2024’s release calendar, and 
smaller-budget animated features 
making waves around the world, is 
now the right time for more kids 
producers to go to the movies? 
Kidscreen’s latest special report 
explores these questions and more. 


y/March 2024) 0. 


In the wake of dual Hollywood strikes and cutbacks 
by major US studios, the kids and family movie 
industry is evolving again—which could create 
opportunities for indie releases and international 
animated exports. 


BY: JEREMY DICKSON 


there’s one word that encapsulates the nature of the kids and 
If family movie biz in 2023, it would be “pivotal.” 

According to UK-based research firm Ampere Analysis, families with 
children returned to theaters last year in the highest numbers since 
the beginning of the pandemic, which forced studios to reassess the 
value of the theatrical window. 

This turnaround began last spring with Universal's The Super Mario 
Bros. Movie. After the CG-animated film broke global box-office 
records, streamer-invested studios including Disney and Warner Bros. 
pivoted back to theatrical-first releases for their kids features—a shift 
from SVOD-first or day-and-date premieres, which worked better 
during the height of the pandemic, when kids and families were stuck 
watching content at home. 

“With more family-skewing audiences going back [to theaters], kids 
titles were a major driver of theatrical box-office business last year,” 
says Peter Ingram, a senior analyst at Ampere. 

Studios like Disney also began widening their theatrical-to-streaming 
windows from 30 to 45 days to almost four months, ensuring that 


movies received maximum theatrical exposure to generate revenue 
before being offered to SVOD platform subscribers. 

The strategy paid off immensely. Three months after Disney and 
Pixar’s Elemental earned USS495 million worldwide in theaters, it 
became the most-watched animated movie premiere on Disney+ in 
its first five days of streaming (with 26.4 million views, according to 
Disney) since Pixar's straight-to-streaming Turning Red in March 2022. 

In another example, Disney reboot The Little Mermaid did USS570 
million at the global box office last summer, and then became the 
most-watched Disney live-action premiere on Disney+ since Hocus 
Pocus 2, generating 16 million views in its first five days of streaming. 

Looking at The Little Mermaid, Warner Bros. phenom Barbie, Sony 
hit Spider-Man: Across the Spider-Verse and Universal's Mario com- 
bined, these four movies alone collected more than USS4 billion in 
worldwide ticket sales. 

“The runaway success of movies like Mario goes hand in hand with 
studios rethinking the value of the theatrical window as a whole,” says 
Ampere senior analyst Alice Thorpe. “They want to maximize revenues 
going forward, so returning to a more traditional windowing release 
strategy makes sense.” 

It’s a logical shift, especially if a studio is lucky enough (and has 
pockets deep enough) to produce a movie from a well-known IP 
that can draw in parents while providing a unique angle for their kids, 
too—which all four of these movies did with aplomb. 

“The biggest challenge for studios is finding properties that strike 
the right balance between being sufficiently fresh for kids, but also 
nostalgic enough for parents,” adds Thorpe. 
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WHERE DO STREAMERS STAND? 

Surprisingly, both Apple and Amazon are also plotting to take advantage 
of theatrical growth. Apple is reportedly planning to invest USS1 billion 
annually to make exclusive theatrical films, while Amazon is looking 
to spend roughly the same amount on 12 to 15 new theatrical movies 
each year. 

While it’s still unknown how much money (if any) these techcos 
will spend on movies for kids, streamer Apple TV+ did recently order 
its first original CG-animated Peanuts film through its partnership 
with WildBrain and Peanuts Worldwide. This move signals that Apple 
is at least still committed to the animated feature film business after 
letting its deal with Skydance Animation expire last October. 

The flip side to this positive windowing turnaround is that the 
industry is still struggling in an unfavorable macroeconomic landscape 
where production costs (especially in animation) are rising, TV and film 
slates are still depleted in the wake of the now-resolved writers and 
actors strikes, and fewer kids movies overall are being greenlit. 

Looking at the combined effects of US commissioning cutbacks 
and the recent strikes, Ampere found that the Big Five studios (Disney, 
Paramount, Warner Bros. Discovery, Sony and Universal) and Netflix, 
Amazon and Apple announced almost half as many new kid-friendly 
movies (30) in 2023 as they did in 2022 (59). This decline doesn't bode 
well for 2024, which could see the major players take fewer risks on 
originals and focus more on sure bets. 

“Studios and bigger distributors will want the reassurance of proper- 


ties with existing appeal,” says Thorpe. “This is where they will be most 
comfortable in terms of targeting their theatrical releases.” 


DOING MORE WITH LESS 

To hasten its push for profitability and recover from the 2023 strikes, 
Disney plans to spend US$25 billion on content this year, down US$2 
billion from USS27 billion in 2023 (which was, in turn, down US$3 
billion from USS30 billion in 2022). 

Although it’s spending less, part of Disney's recovery strategy for 
this year involves re-releasing a trio of direct-to-streaming Pixar 
flicks in North American theaters for the first time so audiences can 
experience the films “the way they were meant to be seen,” accord- 
ing to a Disney release. Soul (2020) opened on January 12, and will 
be followed by 2022's Turning Red on February 9 and 2021's Luca on 
March 22. The move was made to fill a gap in Disney's QI theatrical 
schedule after Pixar’s Elio got pushed to 2025 as a result of the SAG- 
AFTRA strike. 

Meanwhile, Netflix intends to spend approximately USS17 billion 
on content this year, a portion of which will include more invest- 
ment in feature animation, said the streamer’s co-CEO Ted Sarandos 
at the UBS Global Media and Communications Conference in 
December. He noted that animated movies are some of the most 
re-watched content on the platform, adding that there’s “plenty of 
appetite for more than the few [animated] films a year that we're 
currently doing.” 

Sarandos highlighted The Sea Beast and Adam Sandler's Leo as 
prime examples of original films that found big audiences on the 
platform last year. The latter had the biggest debut ever for a Netflix 
animated film in its first six days on the service (34.6 million views). It 
was also the number-one movie on the streamer’s weekly Global Top 
10 list and its most-watched title in its debut week. 


Sarandos’ comments are eyebrow-raising, considering that Netflix 
laid off a third of its feature animation team last November in an 
effort to scale back on original film production. Nonetheless, part of 
the streamer’s feature animation growth strategy could involve an 
increase in acquisitions from third-party producers. 

Sarandos noted in a Q3 earnings interview that Netflix’s new 
distribution partnership with Skydance Animation (Spellbound) will 
help the streamer keep up with demand for animation. “No single 
company has ever really successfully launched more than two ani- 
mated features in a single year, so the deal helps us to complement 
the work that we're [already] doing.” 

Elsewhere, DreamWorks Animation reduced its workforce by 4% 
last year as part of an overall cost reduction, but is still committed to 
releasing two movies a year theatrically—one re-energized franchise 
film and one original—plus an occasional third lower-cost movie for 
a more targeted audience. This output doesn’t waver much from 
the studio's historical release schedule, but DreamWorks will be 
implementing some big cost-cutting changes in 2025, when it will 
reportedly shift away from making movies fully in-house to relying 
more heavily on third-party studios. 


Apple's first original Peanuts feature, produced by WildBrain 
Studios, will see Snoopy and gang head to the big city 


INTERNATIONAL ADVANTAGES 

As more studios look to refocus their in-house kids divisions, this 
could open doors for streamers and movie exhibitors to acquire more 
international kids content, says Thorpe. 

“The combined effect of the US production slowdown, coupled 
with depleted release slates for this year, creates opportunities for 
indie releases and international exports to break out in both domestic 
and international markets, especially when it comes to animation, 
which has traditionally been one of the most portable genres.” 

A notable example is 2023 Spanish animated movie Momias 
(Mummies), adds Thorpe. Produced by 4 Cats Pictures with aspirations 
to crack into the English-speaking market, it was greenlit via local player 
Atresmedia’s distribution partnership with Warner Bros. Entertainment 
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Espana and was ultimately released in 65 international markets, grossing 
more than US$54 million worldwide on a USS12-million budget. 
Thorpe also points to international sales agent Charades’ recent 
acquisition of the first-ever feature based on original Japanese toy 
brand Sylvanian Families (a.k.a. Calico Critters in North America). “| 
could see [this movie] selling well, given the uptick of interest in 


toy-based IPs sparked by the success of Barbie,” she says. “It has 
cross-generational appeal in Japan.” 

On the live-action side, she highlights the success of Italian YouTube 
duo Me contro Te’s same-name movie series, which Warner Bros. 
also snapped up for local distribution. The fifth movie in the Me 
contro Te (Me Against You) series topped the local box office when 
it recently opened in Italy—outperforming even Taylor Swift's Eras 
Tour, which had only been in theaters for a week, says Thorpe. To 
date, the brand has six movies that have been released theatrically in 
taly, as well as two TV series. 

Warner Bros. identified gaps in the Spanish and Italian markets 
that led to the theatrical success of the Momias and Me contro Te 
properties. “With Momias, Spain is traditionally a strong territory for 
family films, and while WB Spain has a long history of involvement 


in local productions across a variety of genres, animated family films 
had not been fully explored,” says Andrew Cripps, president of inter- 
national theatrical distribution for Warner Bros. Pictures. 

“With Me contro Te, we identified an opportunity to pursue kids 
and family content in Italy, where there was generally less product 
in the marketplace with a focus on live action. The YouTube duo 
has an engaged and loyal fan base on the platform, with incredibly 
high view counts on their videos. We analyzed different videos on 


— 


Spanish animated movie Momias (Mummies) 
by 4 Cats Pictures grossed more than USS54 
million worldwide on a US$12-million budget 


their channel and found a storytelling element in several that we 
envisioned translating nicely to the big screen.” 


In other opportunities, non-traditional content and event cinema 
both performed extremely well last year for Cinemark Holdings, 
accounting for almost 14% of the company’s domestic box-office 
results in Q3. Cinemark is one of the largest theatrical exhibition 
companies in the world, with operations spread across 42 US states 
(315 theaters, 4,370 screens) and 13 countries in South and Central 
America (192 theaters, 1,395 screens). 

President and CEO Sean Gamble pointed to this success in the 
company’s Q3 earnings call: “A wide range of multicultural titles, 
anime, faith-based films and concerts delivered impressive results [for 
Cinemark] last year, which is a trend we expect will continue.” 

In another interesting trend, preschool-based event cinema has 
been growing in Europe over the past few years to help fill a gap in the 
market for parents with toddlers. Acamar Films, for example, has had 
considerable success stitching popular episodes of animated series 
Bing together into films and premiering them as event experiences 
that also feature games, meet-and-greets and live performances. 

Whatever else is in store for the ever-evolving feature film market, 
the future of long-form storytelling seen from theater seats appears 
to be healthy. 

“Throughout unprecedented disruption in our industry, consumer 
enthusiasm for moviegoing and theatrical experiences has held 
strong,” says Gamble. “The financial and promotional value that a the- 
atrical release provides to content IPs remains significant.” 


SERIES, CONSUMER PRODUCTS € ROBLOX CAME COMING 2024 
_—’s ‘ 


TALKING 


66 


FEATURE | February/March 2024 


INDIES <. 
GO TO” 


THE 
MOVIES 


More and more kidcos are entering the theater 
business—and the potential ROI is scary-good. 


BY: SADHANA BHARANIDHARAN 


(though Hollywood's Big Five (Disney, Paramount, Sony, Universal 
and Warner Bros.) have dominated the global theatrical business 
for decades, a mix of market factors is convincing more indie studios 
to throw their hats in the ring. 
Kids IPs from 
origins, have been taking a dip in big-screen waters lately—and it’s 


the small screen, as well as some with digital media 


proving to be a lucrative opportunity. ZAG and Mediawan Kids & 
Family's Ladybug & Cat Noir: The Movie grossed nearly US$40 million 
worldwide last year. And in partnership with Cinemark, Moonbug 
Entertainment distributed its one-hour special Blippi’s Big Dino 
Adventure in theaters across the US for one week last August. 


“We saw that theaters were interested in bringing more young 
families back after COVID,” notes Andy Yeatman, Moonbug’s MD 
of the Americas. Though it was a limited cinematic release leading 


into broader distribution on Netflix and YouTube, Blippi’s Big Dino 
Adventure represented a conscious step to expand the footprint of 


a digital brand 
a YouTube mu 
and Meekah b 
the cinematic 
with a big aud 


theatrically. And to stoke interest, Moonbug dropped 
sic video titled “Going to the Movies,” in which Blippi 
reak down for preschoolers all the thrills inherent to 
experience (like eating popcorn and laughing along 


ience). 


So why now? From stalled productions to the rise of Al, here’s a 


look at how the current industry landscape is setting the stage for a 


potential indie 


renaissance. 
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Once Upon Again, from 
Composition Media and 
PoC Studios, is an original 
kids feature that plays with 
the fairytale formula 


MARKET FACTORS 

Strike-induced delays have trimmed this year’s theatrical inventory 
from the heavy-hitters, prompting more opportunities for indies 
to break out. December 2023 data from Gower Street Analytics is 
projecting a 5% decrease in 2024 worldwide box-office ticket sales 
(USS31.5 billion), compared to last year. 

The factor driving this is not lack of demand—there’s actually plenty 
of that—but rather a shortage of product. (For example, with release 
dates for Pixar’s Elio and Disney's live-action Snow White moved to 
2025, there are currently no kid-friendly US releases planned around the 
prime time of Easter break this year, other than Kung Fu Panda 4.) 

At the British Screen Forum Conference in November, Tim Richards, 
founder and CEO of cinema chain Vue International, called on indies 
to fill cinemas with faster-produced content for 2024 and beyond. 
“We need more small and medium-sized films,” he urged, citing variety 
as an important secondary benefit of not relying on the Hollywood 
studios so heavily in the supply chain. 

Recent tech advancements are also making feature filmmaking 
more accessible than ever. Al-powered tools offered by software 
like Toon Boom Harmony and Wonder Studio are already helping to 
simplify repetitive tasks that are so plentiful in animation—a boon 
for resource-strapped studios looking to save both time and money 
on creative-focused tasks. “The advent of Al in animation is nothing 
short of revolutionary, particularly for indie filmmakers,” says Lion 


Forge Animation’s co-founder Carl Reed, who launched his new 
Composition Media studio last year. 


And it’s not just the prospect of box-office receipts that’s attracting 
producers to cinema. A big-screen launchpad can help a project stand 
out in the market so that it already has a fanbase established by the 
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time it hits VOD. This appears to be especially true for family-friendly 
titles on US streamers. Several kids movies that were released the- 
atrically first were among the most-viewed films on Netflix, Disney+ 
and Paramount in 2022, as per a March 2023 report from The Cinema 
Foundation, which notes that a theatrical launch boosts home viewing 
as “a signal of quality for streaming consumers, and, not incidentally, 
provides real revenue to the bottom line.” 


ANIMATION RULES 

On the heels of the pandemic, Reed sees a real hunger for animation on 
the big screen from all ages—but he notes that this momentum needs 
to be sustained with both quantity and quality, or it could dissolve. 

This lofty ambition is proving to be possible at a manageable cost. For 
example, when it adapted the PAW Patrol TV series for film, Spin Master 
Entertainment elevated the visual quality of the animation to amp up 

its characters and their world for the big screen. And it still came in at a 
reasonable budget ranging from US$26 million to USS30 million. 

Recent hits like Spider-Man: Across the Spider-Verse also indicate a 
strong four-quadrant appetite for animated films, and especially those 
that experiment with visual styles. That’s why Composition is looking 
to deliver more stylistic animation to captivate audiences it’s aiming to 
reach. The studio is producing its upcoming feature Sky & Luna in CG, 
but in “a hybrid style with 2D expressions of exaggerated squash and 
stretch,” Reed notes. “Otherwise, why do this in animation? Are we 
fully taking advantage of the medium if we're only doing a one-to-one 
motion capture of a human's performance?” 

While ambitious visual styles were once the exclusive domain of 
big studios, Reed underlines how tech developments are leveling 
the playing field. “With the advancing technology in Al, virtual 
production and CG, the cost of producing a hybrid film could be 
dramatically reduced.” 

With a compelling premise about an ll-year-old girl and her extra- 
terrestrial bestie on the run, Sky & Luna is part of an eight-movie deal 
that Composition signed with PoC Studios last year. The companies 
are producing the pic with Man of Action Entertainment and Creation 
Station (which created the concept). While sending a brand-new IP 
direct to theaters may seem counterintuitive in risk-averse times, Reed 
emphasizes that originals do have a novelty edge and sometimes 
break out because there aren't any preconceived expectations about 
them. To balance the risk, the team is also planning to develop the 
occasional book adaptation. 

For now, Composition and PoC are prepping another original kids 
feature—Once Upon Again—that Reed describes as “a twisted fairytale 
in the same vein as Shrek.” With a more edgy female protagonist than 
the typical animated princess, it could appeal to the same underserved 
girl audience that made Barbie such a runaway hit last summer. The film 
stars a witch who's cursed to turn into a dragon every time she’s emo- 
tional, and she constantly burns everything down (including the prince 
she has a crush on). But she also has the power to rewind time, kicking 
off a Groundhog Day-style cycle of repeatedly trying to overcome her 
curse and win over the prince. 


EVENTFUL STORYTELLING 

Albie Hecht has a deep understanding of what makes established 
kids IPs work on the big screen. He was formerly president of film and 
TV entertainment at Nickelodeon, producing box-office hits like The 


Rugrats Movie (1998) and Jimmy Neutron: Boy Genius (2001). Now, as the 
CCO of pocket.watch, he is busy directing the upcoming live-action/ 
animated hybrid Ryan’s World the Movie: Titan Universe Adventure, 
starring kidfluencer Ryan Kaji. Sunlight Entertainment is producing this 
film with pocket.watch, and it’s a first experience for both companies. 

Launching theatrically helps refresh the brand, giving fans who grew 
up with Ryan a new and eventful way of seeing him, Hecht explains. 
The blended format also creates the best of both worlds, drawing in 
the widest possible audience. “The film [starts with a] half hour of live 
action, and then the characters jump into a comic book to have their 
adventure in animation,” he teases. “It’s an anime-driven style that 
looks amazing on the big screen.” 

The pic is eyeing a theatrical and streaming release in late 2024—a 
mixed distribution model designed to reach more kids, based on 
how they want to experience the movie. “It’s also appropriate for a 
digital-born franchise,” adds Hecht. 

Sunlight CEO Shion Kaji (Ryan's father) reiterates that now is “the right 
time to enter the film world,” given that the Ryan’s World brand is firmly 
established in the small-screen domain, with 2023 releases like animated 
series ELEMON and the live-actioner Ryan’s World Ninja Adventures. 
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MIAM! produced its special L’hiver d’Edmond et Lucy by 
combining existing episodes of the animated preschool series 


FRANCHISE EXPANSION 
With budget cuts affecting linear kids TV, diversification is key to surviv- 
ing and opening up more revenue streams. “We want to connect with 
the audience beyond linear broadcasting,” says Mélanie Errea, head of 
sales and acquisitions at MIAM! animation. This Paris-based indie studio 
made its cinematic debut in November with the local release of L’hiver 
d'Edmond et Lucy (45 minutes), which has been available in 150 to 200 
theaters each week and has sold more than 75,000 tickets to date. 
MIAM! originally planned to develop its first theatrical project 
from scratch, but then realized the team could fast-track it by simply 
combining existing episodes from preschool series Edmond & Lucy. 
This approach was suggested by Valentin Rebondy, MD of distributor 
Cinéma Public Films (which had overseen a similar strategy for past 
releases like La Grande aventure de Non-Non in 2018). Popular in 
Europe, this compilation tactic is rolling out on a global scale this year: 
Hasbro will release Peppa’s Cinema Party, an hour-long Peppa Pig movie 
featuring several season 10 episodes, in theaters worldwide this February. 
The real-time animation pipeline for Edmond & Lucy meant 
the show’s assets could easily be used to develop two minutes of 


se i ~ Discover: 
‘Irish Animation | 


To meet with Irish delegates and learn more about the vibrant 
and dynamic animation industry in Ireland, visit the Irish 


: i ~ booth in the delegate lounge. 
' | —_- -.. 
FisEireann . °° ga eee i ae 
LA Screenlreland Enterprise ANIMATION - 
-. WD ireland  FRELAND\ A, 
For the Story Makers ‘ f . 5 P : ° 
ae: . w a "al Cultural& 6 age : 
NORTHERN IRELAND Creative Mies 
screen . Industries ; > 


rs r ~ ski 


70 


FEATURE | February/March 2024 


—(i\ 


additional footage for the special—intended to smooth transitions 
between episodes and create a more cohesive cinematic feel. The 
overall budget (including the original costs of the four episodes) came 
out to just about USS769,000. 

Post-movie Edmond & Lucy workshops also took place in around 
00 theaters, letting kids and families take part in fun activities 
that related back to the themes/characters of the special (making 
Christmas tree decorations, for example). Cinéma Public Films supplied 
free activity kits to theaters that were interested in hosting these 
events. “It’s essential now to offer something more or create some- 
thing unique around the movie to make the experience [worth the 
effort] for audiences,” Errea says, hinting that more initiatives along 


these lines are brewing for future releases. 


REGIONALLY TAILORED 

The French theatrical market is particularly open to animated specials 
as a way to “diversify their programming,” Errea theorizes, noting that 
French families tend to like a short-and-sweet family movie outing; 
the 44-minute Louise et la Légende du Serpent a Plumes sold more 
than 43,000 tickets in 2022, as per AlloCiné. 

Cinéma Public Films also recommended a November release in order 
for MIAM! to capitalize on a gap in the winter theatrical schedule. 

It’s an important tactic to boost indie visibility, explains Sola Media's 
head of sales, Johannes Busse. The German sales agent specializes in 
kids/animated indie features like Moonbound (2021), which grossed 
USS8 million globally. “Our distributors meticulously analyze the local 
theatrical distribution calendar [for] holidays and special events that 
attract a larger family audience,” Busse says. For wider distribution, 
Sola also advocates for casting locally known talent when dubbing 
animated features for various territories. “Choosing voices that are 
already familiar to the local audience [brings] more exposure in the 
domestic market.” 

Scoring distribution in major multiplexes is not the only option. 
Indies can also build a roadmap to theatrical growth by focusing 
on getting their projects into independent cinemas and arthouse 


Hybrid live-aétion/animation project Ryan’s World 
the Movie: Titan Universe Adventure will introduce 
pocket.watch kidfluencer Ryan Kaji to the big screen 


venues—a key strategy at Cartoon Saloon, which has perfected the 
art of releasing an animated theatrical film every three to four years. 
The Irish studio's MD, Gerry Shirren, emphasizes developing a network 
of regular distribution partners in many territories, noting the studio 
often discusses projects with such partners early on. 

Cartoon Saloon has also worked with WestEnd Films, a London- 
based agent that helped introduce the studio to its now-regular 
distributors. “Our distribution partners have rarely been distribution 
chains,” Shirren says. “They're more often specialized independent 
distributors—not dissimilar to what we are as producers—and this 
means we are like-minded in many ways. 

“We [also] try to keep festival rights where possible, or at least jointly 


manage these rights with local distributors so we can engage with 
festivals and events and be able to have theatrical and non-theatrical 
screenings,” he adds. 


THE BOTTOM LINE 

It all comes down to using advantages that big studios may not always 
have, from speediness and creative freedom, to the power of niche 
and novelty. 

For those taking their first swing at the theatrical market with existing 
IPs, Hecht advises: “You need a hook that explains why it’s a movie and 
not a TV show or a YouTube series.” For its part, pocket.watch is inter- 
ested in bringing more creators to the big screen to grow this fledgling 
sub-genre. But Hecht says it will be a slow-and-steady approach. “You 
can't rush it. You have to build that fanbase [to bring] a theatrical 
audience.” For Ryan's World, the indicators were clear: 76 billion views 
on YouTube and an expansion onto 45 streaming platforms across 
80-plus countries. 

Even with a wide variety of formats and markets, independent 
studios share a bullish outlook on theatrical films. Seeing demand in 
eye-catching animation for co-viewing audiences, Reed is especially 
excited about more grassroots films ushering in the next golden age 
of animation on the big screen. “We live in a time when technology is 
allowing indies to compete with the big boys.” 
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In the tropical paradise of Kiwi Island, nature reflects how its inhabitants 
are feeling. One of the show's core goals is to show its young viewers 
how the emotions they experience affect the people around them. 
In a typical episode, the characters face a challenge (like flying a kite), 
and the land around them shifts to reflect their emotions (from disap- 
pointment to excitement, for example) as they realize that spending 
time with friends is the real reward. Kiwi Island is based on SEL company 
Cloud9World’s in-school program focusing on emotional intelligence, 
which has been adopted by schools in 17 countries, including the US. 
Former Netflix Kids & Family senior manager Josh Fisher is producing the 
series, and Corey Powell (Do, Re & Mi, Doc McStuffins) wrote the pilot. 
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Preschool 


Ko ko ro A dreamy “comfort series” to watch in the evening, Kokoro is all about taking 

kids from the go-go-go stimulation of the day into a calmer, sleep-ready 
Producer: La Chouette Compagnie (France) state. In this non-verbal toon, a cat and her cuddly toy explore a magical 
Style: 2D animation playground called Yumé (‘‘dream” in Japanese) before they fall asleep. The 
Format: 52 x five minutes team at La Chouette dove deep into sleep research to help guide the show’s 
Budget: US$21 million development (including Michelle Garrison’s study on how media impacts 
Status: A bible with a few storylines and designs is ready, and preschoolers’ sleep quality, conducted by the Seattle Children’s Research 
La Chouette is looking for presales. Institute). And the company plans to expand the show’s soft aesthetic into 
Delivery: 12 to 14 months after greenlight digital content such as GIFs, stickers and shorts. 


SongLab 


Producer: Fred Rogers Productions (US), Room 608 (US) 

Style: Live action 

Format: Nine x 15 minutes (plus a 40-minute special) 

Budget: USS$4.5 million to USS5 million 

Status: A bible, episode treatments and a demo video of an episode 
are ready for broadcasters and distributors who'd like to see more. 
Delivery: 12 to 18 months from start of production 


This unscripted series spotlights one of the most rewarding creative 


~ 


outlets for kids of all ages: making music. Headlining the project is 
platinum-certified musician Ben Folds, a singer, multi-instrumentalist 
and record producer who has been in the music biz since the '90s. 
(He also has family-friendly credits on the catchy soundtrack to 
DreamWorks Animation’s Over the Hedge). In each episode, Folds 
will help a new group of kids create an original song, guiding them 
through the entire process. To engage young audiences beyond this 
workshopping experience, the show will also focus on the unique 
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backstories of the participants. For example, one ep might explore 


how a child with hearing loss experiences music. 
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Captain Carrie and 
the Monster Ship 


Producer: Hey Daisy Moon Productions 
(Scotland), Treehouse Republic (Ireland) 

Style: CG animation 

Format: 26 x seven minutes 

Budget: US$270,000 per episode 

Status: With a bible already done, the studios 
are working on scripts and meeting with 
co-producers, broadcasters and distributors. 
Delivery: Q4 2026 


This modern take on the seafaring odyssey cen- 
ters around nine-year-old Captain Carrie, her 
magical ship and a crew of monsters and humans 
who are on a mission to save all manner of 
aquatic creatures in distress while seeking trea- 
sure and adventure. From assisting a near-sighted 
Kraken who keeps accidentally knocking ships off 
course, to freeing a giant sea serpent with a cold 
from a fishing net, Carrie is up for taking on any 
nautical challenge. Her crew includes a master 
pilot who can build machines to navigate any 
and all conditions at sea, and sailors who know 
how to stay on course, look out for danger and 
keep things fun. Hey Daisy Moon producer Remy 
Labaki (Grounded) created the series, and for- 
mer Netflix EMEA head of animated series Alexi 
Wheeler (Big Tree City, Heartstopper) is on board 


as a creative consultant. 


Hoodie Buddy 6 010 


Producer: Cyber Group Studios (France) 

Style: 2D animation 

Format: 52 x Il minutes 

Budget: USS9 million 

Status: A 30-second teaser and four scripts (including the pilot) are available, 
along with a deck that introduces the characters and locations. The team 
introduced the project to buyers at MIPCOM and is looking for presales. 
Delivery: Q3/Q4 2026 


When a bolt of lightning brings his hoodie to life, this concept’s pre-teen 
protagonist has no idea how wild (and comfy) his 100%-cotton bestie 
will be. Josh is struggling to adjust after moving to a new town, and his 
self-confidence is a little shaky. But Hoodie, with his ability to change 
shape and stretch to mind-boggling sizes, is determined to help Josh feel 
more comfortable in his own skin. Together, they will have to contend with 


a grouchy mayor, a wacky neighbor bent on exposing Hoodie’s extraordi- 
nariness, and Josh’s own insecurities as he explores his new home and tries 
to make friends. Artist Sebastien Mesnard (50/50 Heroes, Disco Dragon) 
created this unique series. 
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Triggerfish (South Africa) 
CG animation 
52 x Il minutes 
USS6.5 million to USS7.2 million 
Finding co-production partners and broadcasters is the 

next step for this project, which already has a bible, character/ 
background designs, pilot script and animation test complete. 

24 months after greenlight 


Set in rural Nigeria, this IP originated as a six-book series from 
acclaimed children’s author Atinuke and was recognized as a Notable 
Book for a Global Society. The show’s title is the nickname of its 
nine-year-old protagonist Olu, who devises entertaining solutions 
to daily challenges—from retrieving a lost goat, to finding a faster 
way to fetch water. While “problem-solving” is a well-established 
trope for content targeting bridge viewers, No. 1! is weaving in an 
additional element of armchair travel to allow young viewers to 


see what life in a village is like for someone their age. Omotunde 
Akiode (Supa Team 4) is attached to write the scripts. 


Spring Pictures (UK) 
Live action 


10 x 30 minutes 
USS8 million to USS10 million 
A bible, episode outlines and pilot script are ready. The 
team is seeking broadcasters and streamers, a sales agent and 
co-pro partners. 
24 months after greenlight 


Multiverses and time travel are still generating a lot of heat as 
narrative-drivers in primetime content, and Spring Pictures has 
spotted an opportunity to age these themes down in its new 
sci-fi project. TimeWreck is told through the perspective of Josh, 
a popular kid at school who is ripped away from modern life and 
plunged into the 18th century—where he’s at the center of thrilling 
action and laughable blunders, enhanced by the fact that he can no 
longer use his smartphone. But episodes also offer some deeper 
storytelling, such as when Josh is exposed to the era’s slave trade. 


Balancing humor and history is tricky, which is why Spring Pictures 
already has an experienced team attached, including showrunner 
Richard Overall (The Amazing World of Gumball) and writers like 
BAFTA winner Tony Hull (Elliott from Earth) and comic book author 
Elliott Ajai-Ajagbe Daley (Winter Solstice: Precipice of a Dream). TA 
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a year when Hollywood's dual strikes affected 

productions in unprecedented ways, and major 
streamers pulled kids content from their platforms and 
canceled projects in mid-stream as they grappled with ad- 
verse macroeconomic conditions, the kids entertainment 
biz had much more to contend with in 2023 than usual. 


From shifting production and release schedules, to 
finding new buyers and co-production partners, to rejig- 


ging value-versus-risk strategies, the industry has had to 
adapt like never before. But despite all of the obstacles, 
many companies dug in and somehow managed to shine 
brightly with their work in broadcasting, production, dis- 
tribution, licensing and digital media. 


With streamers cutting back on content for kids, the 
industry recognized the ongoing importance of linear 
broadcasters by putting PBS KIDS on top in the broad- 
casting category. It’s the first time in Hot50 history that a 
linear channel has taken the crown, following eight con- 
secutive titles for Netflix and two for Disney+ in 2021 and 
2022. Sky Kids in the UK also made the broadcasting top 
10 for the first time ever on the heels of launching its first 
ad-free kids channel. Both achievements are a testament 
to the growing importance of traditional TV for kids. 

Aardman, WildBrain and 9 Story all scored four Hot50 
rankings last year with their holistic businesses. Aardman 
was ranked number-one in the production category for 
the first time, and 9 Story Distribution International took 
its second consecutive distribution title. Aardman deliv- 
ered its long-awaited sequel Chicken Run: Dawn of the 
Nugget to Netflix for a December 15 global premiere. And 
9 Story acquired seven series for distribution and placed 
1,700 half hours of new content on AVOD services. 

No brand made a bigger splash in licensing last year 
than Barbie, so it was almost a no-brainer that Mattel 
would own this Hot50 category. But the toyco also an- 
nounced plans to launch print and digital Barbie titles in 
2024 under its new publishing imprint. 

Rounding out the Hot50, PBS KIDS moved up one 
spot to take the crown in digital media. Last year, the 
pubcaster advanced its audio strategy by launching the 
first original PBS KIDS podcast (Keyshawn Solves It), as 
well as expanding its streaming library by 64% to encom- 
pass more than 890 free episodes. 

Big congrats to all of the 2023 number-ones; to Hot50 
first-timers Cheeky Little Media, Titmouse, Headspace 
and Banijay Kids & Family; and to the rest of the final- 
ists. We can’t wait to see what everyone has in store for 
2024!—Jeremy Dickson 
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PBS KIDS rules 


Strengthened by new civics content and more diverse characters, PBS KIDS makes Hot50 history in broadcasting. 


A linear kids channel has won this category for the first time, after years 
of streaming domination by Netflix and, more recently, Disney+. “[The 
win] means that linear still matters,” says VP of content Adriano Schmid. 
“Staying true to our mission of meeting kids where they are—on all 
devices and platforms—means keeping a linear broadcast available and 
accessible to the majority of homes across the US.” 

Last year, PBS KIDS responded to the post-pandemic learning loss by 
launching new animated series Rosie’s Rules and Work It Out Wombats!, 
which respectively delve into critical topics like civics and computa- 
tional thinking. Rosie’s Rules also expanded the pubcaster’s culturally 


diverse character lineup by introducing protagonist Rosie Fuentes, a 
bilingual Mexican-American girl from suburban Texas. But it wasn’t all 
new faces for the channel, which also celebrated the 10th anniversary 
of beloved series Daniel Tiger’s Neighborhood with a special fan-voted 
programming event that led into the premiere of season six. 

“In a year that saw so much uncertainty in terms of kids content 
being pulled from platforms or productions being canceled, we stayed 
on our path,” says Schmid. “We continue to focus our resources on 
keeping smart, funny series, shorts and games available to all kids, rain 
or shine. | think that’s appreciated in the industry.” 


BBC Children’s 


In the wake of a 2022 reorg that saw BBC Children’s In-House 
Productions fold into BBC Studios Productions (now BBC Studios 
Kids & Family), the British public broadcaster got back to work do- 
ing what it does best—greenlighting a wide variety of engaging 
content, including factual series Deadly Mission Shark for CBeebies 
and CBBC, live-actioner Treasure Tales, and seven new half-hour 
docs for its My Life series. The Beeb also announced its intention 
to commission three new 2D-animated projects (including Duck 
and Frog, pictured) from its inaugural Ignite accelerator program, as 
well as partnering with Animation UK on the Animated UK meets 
Europe initiative, which brought five UK shows to Cartoon Forum 
after the region’s forced absence in 2021 due to Brexit. 


Buoyed by big wins at the 2022 BAFTAs for titles including Wolfwalkers 
Feature Film), Lovely Little Farm (Preschool Live Action) and El Deafo 
Content for Change), the streamer landed in third on the Hot50 
broadcasting list for the second year in a row. Apple TV+ beefed up 
its kids and family offering in 2023 with new Peanuts orders Camp 
Snoopy and Snoopy Presents specials One-of-a-Kind Marcie and 
Welcome Home, Franklin, all produced in partnership with WildBrain. 
t also greenlit DreamWorks Animation’s BE@RBRICK, based on a toy 
line from Japan, and renewed The Jim Henson Company’s Emmy- 


winning series Fraggle Rock: Back to the Rock for a second season. 


British broadcaster Sky made its Hot50 debut in 2023 with its Sky 
Kids brand. The Sky Kids app has featured on-demand children’s 
content since 2016, but last February, Sky expanded its reach by 


launching an ad-free Sky Kids linear channel for the first time ever, 
after audience data found that it was needed in the market. Featuring 
originals and acquisitions, the channel has been busy commissioning 
new shows such as MC Grammar: Rap Tales and renewing others like 
Aardman’s The Very Small Creatures. 
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Following a tough fiscal 2022, the streamer began bouncing 
back last year, increasing revenue by 7.8% to US$8.5 billion in its 
third quarter and adding 8.76 million new paid subscribers. On 
the content front, accolades continued to roll in for live-action 
teen drama Heartstopper and CG-animated series Maya and the 
Three, which picked up five and three trophies respectively at the 
inaugural Children’s and Family Emmy Awards. New tween/teen 
series Wednesday was also a smash hit, landing in second place 
on Netflix’s global top-10 most popular TV seasons of all time 
with more than 252 million views. 
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Australia’s public broadcaster returned to the top 10 driven by the 
massive global success of homegrown animated series Bluey, which 
was recently ranked by Nielsen as the second most-streamed show 
in the US with 14 billion views. Domestically, fans have viewed more 
than a billion minutes of the show's 2023 episodes to date on the 
ABC's broadcast channels and ABC iview, according to OzTAM. In 
other home-turf achievements, the broadcaster launched a US$3.4- 
million funding initiative last March with regional screen agency 
SAFC to back South Australian content made for its airwaves. 
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After wearing the Hot50 broadcasting crown for two consecutive years, 
the streamer landed in seventh place in 2023. Despite the drop and ongoing 
cuts to content spending, Disney+ gained seven million subscribers in Q4— 
bringing its global tally up to more than 150 million. Additionally, Sneakerella 
and The Mysterious Benedict Society won Children’s and Family Emmys, 
while Ms. Marvel grabbed a TCA Award for outstanding achievement in 


family programming. 


The Canadian children’s broadcaster and its French-language counterpart, 
Radio-Canada, continued to engage kids on the platforms they use. CBC Kids 
programming racked up 900,000 hours streamed on GEM and 15 million views 
on YouTube, while Radio-Canada hit a record 15% share on television. As for 
fresh content, CBC Kids launched American Sign Language series Silly Paws; 
book adaptations Mini-Jon and Mini-Maple and Dylan's Playtime Adventures 
were greenlit; and CBC selected a pair of animated kids series for develop- 
ment funding as part of the Kindred ABC/CBC Animation Collaboration. 


The Canadian public broadcaster had another solid year of 
diversifying its slate with more inclusive content. Highlighting 
different abilities, season five of Canadian Screen Award- 
winning All-Round Champion aired with a para-athlete cast; 
animated preschool series Griffin and Turner, featuring a 
character with Down syndrome, was greenlit for develop- 
ment; and new series Sunny’s Quest premiered, showcasing 
Black Canadian kids produced by an all-Black crew. TVOKids 
also relaunched its smart TV app to reflect current program- 
ming and customized playlists. 


Canada’s WildBrain Television network continued to cham- 


pion Canadian production last year, staging Family Channel 
premieres for Shaftesbury feature Life With Luca (a spinoff 
of Family Channel’s popular teen sitcom Life With Derek); 
Canadian-ltalian co-pro Home Sweet Rome!; and | Woke Up 
a Vampire, a new series developed and produced by Family 
Channel in association with Netflix. The broadcaster also de- 
buted We Are Family, a monthly prosocial series that shares 
stories of real Canadian families and their achievements. 
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Delivering a sequel to its first-ever feature film 
and collaborating with Lucasfilm helped put the 
Bristol-based studio on top last year. 


Star Wars and chickens ruled the roost and propelled Aardman from 
runner-up in the Hot50 production category in 2022 to taking top spot 
in 2023. A collaboration with Lucasfilm gave the studio a chance to cre- 
ate its own unique take on Star Wars with the “I Am Your Mother” 


episode in anthology series Star Wars: Visions Volume 2. Aardman 
also hatched some notable IP extensions last year, delivering fea- 
ture film Chicken Run: Dawn of the Nugget to Netflix (a sequel to 
its first-ever movie, Chicken Run, released back in 2000), and building 
the Morph Thingy-Ma-Bobstacle Course interactive game (in which 
kids use their bodies to navigate Morph around obstacles) as a launch 
title for Sky Live. 

“We feel our success is down to this mixed slate, which allows oppor- 


tunities for talent to create, engage and develop at all levels in a busy 
and creatively exciting studio environment,” says Sarah Cox, executive 
creative director of development. “This is all underpinned with the am- 
bition to combine our love of comedy with strong storytelling, relatable 
characters and—slightly obsessively—the highest quality of craft.” 


It’s all about Bluey. The success of Ludo Studio’s flag- 
ship preschool series in streaming, live entertainment 
and social media drove the Brisbane-based prodco 
up six Hot50 spots from 2022. In last year’s high- 


light reel, Bluey became one of the most-watched 
acquired series on Disney+, and its live show pre- 
miered in the US on the heels of a hugely successful 
Australian tour. The popular blue heeler pup also 
joined TikTok (as the first ABC and BBC kids brand 
on the platform), where it already has more than 
two million followers. 
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Jumping up four production category spots from 2022, the Canadian 
studio is currently producing and working on international sales for 26 
x 22-minute original series Mermicorno: Starfall, which Warner Bros. 
Discovery picked up to air on Max in the US. On the service side of its 
business, Atomic animated 19 shows for 17 clients last year, including 


big-brand projects such as Marvel’s Spidey and His Amazing Friends for 
Disney and My Little Pony: Make Your Mark for Hasbro and Netflix. 


The US prodco behind Daniel Tiger’s Neighborhood secured season-two 
renewals from PBS KIDS last year for animated series Alma’s Way and 
live-actioner Donkey Hodie. And to identify and support new writers 
from underrepresented racial groups, Fred Rogers Productions launched 
Writers’ Neighborhood, an initiative for providing emerging talent with 
mentorship and networking opportunities. The company also worked on 
making its content more accessible by partnering with the Described and 
Captioned Media Program to create ASL captions. 


It was a big year for 9 Story Media Group and Brown Bag 
Films’ live-action division, with BBC and BYUtv premiering A 
Kind of Spark—which centers around an autistic girl who 
solves a historical mystery about witches—in March and 
then quickly renewing it for a second season. Overall, the 
company maintained 16 active pipelines in Dublin, Toronto 
and Bali that delivered 238 half hours of content, including 
animated series Rosie’s Rules for PBS KIDS and Eva the Owlet 
for Apple TV+. 


The Canadian studio charted a course for success by deliver- 


ing three series last year: Jane (Apple TV+), Builder Brothers 
Dream Factory (Treehouse) and Beyond Black Beauty 
(Amazon Freevee). It also has three new shows coming down 
the pipe: Dino Dex for Amazon and TVOKids; a UK version of 
Odd Squad for BBC, TVOKids and PBS KIDS; and an upcom- 
ing TVOKids mystery/literacy series called Wordsville. 


Titmouse makes its Hot50 debut after a busy year of new deals 
and deliveries. All told, the LA-based studio produced more 
than 10 series in 2023, partnering with Rovio on Angry Birds 
Mystery Island for Amazon Kids+ and Prime Video, and making 
2D-animated series Jentry Chau vs. The Underworld for Netflix. 


A pair of live-action unscripted series landed Mattel TV on the 
Hot50 production list for the first time. Hot Wheels: Ultimate 
Challenge and Barbie Dreamhouse Challenge expanded the reach 


of both popular brands. And on the cinematic side of things, 
Mattel TV and Nickelodeon greenlit a sequel to Monster High: 
The Movie, which has continued to perform well on Paramount+ 
since launching in October 2022. 
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A Hot50 first-timer, Australia’s Cheeky Little Media turned 10 last year 
and scored season-three renewals for Kangaroo Beach and Vegesaurs 
(which got its start at Kidscreen’s Asian Animation Summit in 

2018). The studio also built an Unreal production pipeline 

for Vegesaurs, with Epic Games and Screen Australia pro- 


viding funding for training talent to use the engine. 


Restructuring seems to agree with BBC Studios Kids & Family, 
which is featured on the Hot50 production list for the first time 
after scoring greenlights for third and fourth seasons of live-action 
teen drama Phoenix Rise. Other 2023 achievements include launch- 
ing season three of animated preschool series Jolo & Gran Gran 
and staging a live adaptation of Shakespeare's Twelfth Night at the 
Globe Theatre in London. 
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Despite a challenging year, several new catalogue additions and 
steady AVOD sales helped the company put value over risk. 


9 Story Distribution International had another massive year, acquiring 
seven series, including two from South Korea: That Lion Show (Kakao) 
and Hero Inside (CJ ENM, Million Volt Animation Studios, Tencent 
Video and YGG Global). 

Navigating around budget cuts at some of the industry's major buy- 
ers, the company turned to AVODs and did a whole lot of business, 
launching 1,700 half hours of new content on those platforms last year. 
The distributor also had presales success on the live-action side, with 


9 Story’s A Kind of Spark attracting early commitments from ABC 
Australia, France Télévisions and CBC Kids. 

“[2023] was an all-hands-on-deck year,” says Alix Wiseman, SVP of 
distribution and acquisitions. “We experienced the same challenges 
as everyone else in the business, but our resourceful and smart team 
worked to achieve maximum value with minimum risk, which proved 
to be a good strategy. A special shout-out goes to our digital team, 
which turned over every stone to explore possible revenue streams.” 


The London-based distributor climbed six spots in the rankings on the 
strength of numerous deals, including scooping up the global rights 
to popular YouTube Original series Super Sema and selling all three 
seasons to Sky Kids. It also added new shows such as Lulu and The 
Help You Crew (Reel FX) and Toru Superfox (Animoon and Letko) to its 
portfolio, and placed 1,000 episodes of animated content in the Latin 
American market through package deals with Warner Bros. Discovery, 
Canela Media and Canais Globo. Meanwhile, CakeStart, the compa- 
ny’s joint-venture with Kickstart Entertainment, finished production on 
multi-cam live-action series Pretty Freekin’ Scary and delivered for a 
June 2023 launch on Disney Channel in the US. 
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Jetpack Distribution 


A perennial Hot50 contender, Jetpack Distribution expanded 
its catalogue by 16% last year to hit 1,800 half hours, adding 
new titles like Snipple Animation’s The Singalings and Outfit7’s 
Talking Tom Heroes: Suddenly Super. The company is also get- 
ting more involved in development and production financing, 
putting new shows from studios such as Daily Madness and 
JAM Media into its pipeline. And beyond content, Jetpack 
launched a licensing and brand management division that’s 
helmed by former Hasbro and ITV Studios exec Stephen 


Toye Green. 


WildBrain 


The Canadian company had an active year in sales, signing 
its largest Degrassi deal ever and sending 400 episodes from 
the popular tween/teen drama franchise to Prime Video in 
Canada, Australia and New Zealand. In the US, Amazon Kids+ 
scooped up a package of 132 episodes from shows including 
Strawberry Shortcake: Berry in the Big City and Polly Pocket. 
And WildBrain also had success with Chinese streamers Youku 
and Senya, which respectively bought Teletubbies: Ready, 
Steady, Go! and Teletubbies Let’s Go!. 


Sinking Ship Entertainment 


The Toronto-based producer/distributor sold high school-based drama 
Phoenix Rise to ABC Australia, YLE (Finland) and NRK (Norway) with- 
in weeks of the series making its market debut with a MIP Junior 2022 
World Premiere. And Apple TV+ debuted Sinking Ship’s eco-themed 
mixed-media series Jane in April. The company also sold 475 hours of 
programming into more than 40 countries last year. Among these deals, 
Dino Dana went to NHK (Japan) and Youku (China); and Odd Squad to 
France Télévisions, CBC Gem (Canada) and RTBF (Belgium). 


COURTESY OF NETFLIX 


Sesame Workshop 


The House of Elmo maintained distribution mo- 
mentum across the pond last year, selling its 
new CG-animated STEM series Sesame Street 
Mecha Builders to Channel 5’s Milkshake! block 
and Super RTL in Germany. To support children 
and families affected by the Ukraine crisis, it also 
launched localized content about dealing with 
big feelings on YouTube and free-to-air broad- 
caster PLUSPLUS. 
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Aardman’s distribution arm is sitting comfortably in 
seventh place after acquiring three new preschool 
shows: Ready Eddie Go (Hocus Pocus), Yukee (Score 
Draw Music) and Mitten and Shoe (Matinai). The iconic 
British animation studio also refocused its AVOD and 
FAST channel strategy (doing business with twice the 
number of distribution platforms) and added an addi- 
tional 17 hours of content to its portfolio. 


The Banijay division makes its Hot50 debut on the 
heels of expanding its distribution team and kids con- 
tent portfolio, which now boasts more than 2,850 
hours of programming. Banijay Kids & Family acquired 
Beyond Kids’ entire catalogue in January 2023, includ- 
ing Netflix CG-animated musical toons Beat Bugs 
and Motown Magic. It also secured best-in-class lin- 
ear and VOD partners for flagship series Silverpoint, 
Totally Spies! and Shasha & Milo. 


The Toronto-based company returned to the Hot50’s distribution top 
10 after three years off the list, selling CG-animated preschool series 123 
Number Squad! (Omens Studios) and 2D-animated adventure toon Big 
Blue (Guru Studio) to broadcasters including Canal Panda (Portugal) and 
MBC (Middle East). Guru also partnered with Future Today to launch a FAST 
channel in the US for its flagship series True and the Rainbow Kingdom. 


It was a pivotal year for the ACTF’s live-action portfolio, 


with Werner Film Productions’ Aussie comedy-horror series 
Crazy Fun Park (10 x 30 minutes) getting picked up by the 
BBC (UK), Hulu (US), VRT (Belgium) and Momo Kids (Taiwan). 
And US nonprofit First Nations Experience bought a package 
of Indigenous-led shows, including a live-action adaptation 
of author Leonie Norrington’s Barrumbi Kids novels. 


J 


Toronto's 9 Story Brands is the 2023 runner-up 
in the licensing category, on the strength of 
consumer products programs for Daniel Tiger's 
Neighborhood and Karma's World. To celebrate 
Daniel’s 10th anniversary, the company worked 
with its long-standing partners to create plush 
(Jakks Pacific), special-edition books (Simon & 
Schuster) and browser games (PBS KIDS). It also 
inked its first deal with Pact Organic to bring 
Daniel’s iconic red sweater to life in a new ap- 
parel line for kids. Meanwhile, Karma’s World 
thrived with several new retail activations in 
US Walmart stores, Toys “R” Us locations across 
North America and an experiential bus that 
toured the UK with ASDA. 
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The toyco’s unstoppable film star 
unseats WildBrain as the new queen 
of licensing. 


Thanks to Barbie movie tie-in demand across all 
retail categories, Mattel had a huge year, earning 
every step of its Hot50 climb from ninth spot in 
2022 to number-one in 2023. More than 165 licens- 
ing deals drove its doll brand's blockbuster push 
worldwide, from apparel collections with Gap, to 
pink-themed treats at Burger King Brazil, to inline 
skates and protective pads from Impala Skate that 
recreate the neon ‘80s outfits featured in the film. 

Mattel also spent the year getting into position 
to launch its own publishing imprint, kicking the 
initiative off with new digital stories for Barbie, 
Hot Wheels, American Girl and Thomas & Friends 
that were released on its Caribu app throughout 
the year. Its first range of physical books is due 
out in 2024. 

“We successfully turned the world pink as Barbie 
fans around the world anticipated the iconic Mattel 
IP making its way to the big screen for the first time 
in history,” says Josh Silverman, the toyco’s EVP and 
chief franchise officer. “It is a thrill to be honored 
as Kidscreen’s top licensor in [2023's] Hot50 as we 
continue seeing the great response from fans and 
the industry to this momentum for Mattel.” 
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Aardman is hot off a win at the Gift of the Year Awards for the Build 
Your Own Wallace & Gromit rocket kit from Brit toyco Paper Engine. This 
135-piece kit is based on a spacecraft featured in the 1989 film A Grand 
Day Out, replicating in cardboard all of the rocket's internal details and 
components. Aardman also launched the first-ever Wallace & Gromit 
escape room in Bristol last year in partnership with Locked In A Room. 
The 60-minute A Grand Way Out experience challenges teams to solve 
puzzles—themed around iconic moments from the franchise’s canon—to 
help Wallace remember the code that unlocks his workshop. 


The Toronto-based toyco racked up eight nominations 


at last year’s Toy of the Year awards, making the shortlist 
with its PAW Patrol: The Mighty Movie tie-in toys, GUND 
sustainable plush and brand-new digital pet Bitzee. 
Meanwhile, Spin Master’s Swedish game studio Toca Boca 
expanded its role-playing game Toca Life World into 
lifestyle product categories, partnering with Toronto's 
Juniper Creates to launch a DTC apparel range for the IP. 


Despite losing the Hot50 crown to Mattel, WildBrain’s brands 
still packed enough punch at retail last year to land it in fourth 
place. Partnerships were the name of the game in 2023, and 
WildBrain CPLG inked new deals with collectibles giant Funko 
and Chinese retailer MINISO for Strawberry Shortcake licensed 
products. Not to be outdone, Peanuts Worldwide sent Snoopy 
into orbit on NASA’s Artemis 1 spaceship, and the famous 
beagle also tackled the time continuum as a new 


smartwatch face option for the Apple Watch. 


Move over, Bluey—BBC Studios is shining a spotlight on 2D-animated pre- 
school series Hey Duggee. Its Kids & Family division partnered with Live Nation 
and Kenny Wax Family Entertainment to produce the IP's first stage play, 
Hey Duggee The Live Theatre Show, which won an Olivier Award for Best 
Family Show and booked 100 dates in 24 UK theaters. BBC Studios also shot a 
Transforming Duggee Space Rocket toy from Golden Bear into space, sparking 
a viral sensation that has generated more than 40 million impressions overall. 


The Workshop made several moves last year to position Sesame Street 
as a multi-generational lifestyle brand. They included developing a street 
footwear collection for kids and families with Vans, and breaking into 
adult collectibles with ReAction figures of The Count and Bert & Ernie 
from Super7. Oscar the Grouch also took to the skies as United Airlines’ 
first chief trash officer to promote sustainable aviation fuel in a new 


digital and social media campaign. 


Thanks to some new location-based moves, the Toronto-based studio 
returned to the Hot50’s licensing list after a two-year absence. Sinking 
Ship developed an LBE program for Odd Squad with park design partner 
Falcon’s Creative Group, which had just begun rolling out the franchise's 
first attractions at its Melia Resort in Punta Cana at press time. The com- 
pany also signed a book deal with Mango Publishing to create 

new titles based on Jane (Apple TV+) and The Fabulous Show 

with Fay & Fluffy (WildBrain). 
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Continued growth for Squishmallows helped the toyco move 
up two spots from 2022's 10th-place ranking. Jazwares expand- 
ed the brand’s consumer products program, signing on more 
than 45 new licensees last year, including Hasbro and Relatable 
for the first Squish board games, and Komar for sleepwear and 
tablet cases. Since launching in 2022, the Squishmallows game 
on Roblox has amassed more than 70 million plays on the gam- 
ing platform. 


Rounding out the Hot50 licensing list is Paramount Consumer 


Products, which was last featured in 2016 as Nickelodeon 
Consumer Products. PAW Patrol, the licensing division’s top- 
performing preschool property, continues to drive sales at 
retail. And more than 400 new licensees signed on to develop 
products for the TMNT franchise's latest CG-animated feature 
film, Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles: Mutant Mayhem. 
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DIGITAL MEDIA 


PBS KIDS aces the exam 


CARTOONS 


MOVIES ly 


The public broadcaster put the cool in school last year, reclaiming its number-one spot on this Hot50 
list by producing digital content that helped kids in the US build a stronger foundation in social studies. 


“We're always challenging ourselves to think about the opportunities 
digital platforms bring for new forms of storytelling, and our producers 
really stepped up,” says SVP and GM Sara DeWitt. 

Last year, civics lessons were aged down with City Island (Augenblick 
Studios), an online series of 2D-animated shorts that tackle key topics 
like community, city planning and conflict resolution. And on the au- 
dio side of its strategy, the pubcaster rolled out a first original podcast 
(Keyshawn Solves It) and added new seasons of The Arthur Podcast. 


PBS KIDS’ streaming library grew by 64% last year and now offers 
more than 890 free episodes from legacy shows including Daniel Tiger’s 
Neighborhood and recent hits such as Alma’s Way. 

“It’s an honor—and exciting—to be recognized for innovation that 
is so central to the PBS KIDS mission: creating non-commercial con- 
tent that meets kids where they are, considers their unique needs, and 
promotes a passion for learning more about the world around them,” 
says DeWitt. 


Moonbug Entertainment 


Building more touchpoints defined Moonbug’s big year, which 
included a notable foray into gaming. The Candle Media-owned 
company teamed up with Outright Games for CoComelon: Play 
With J), a playdate-inspired title for Nintendo Switch that offers 
everything from singalongs to interactivity. And in one of its 
biggest partnership moves of the year, Moonbug collaborated 
with Cameo Kids to bring fan-favorite characters like Blippi and 
Cody into the lucrative world of personalized video messag- 
ing. Amid all of this expansion, the company still maintained an 
exceptional reach on YouTube, where its portfolio of channels 
averaged nine billion monthly views last year. 


Aardman Animations 


Jumping up four spots, the British company powered up its online pres- 
ence by hitting 10 million subscribers with its Shaun the Sheep Global 
YouTube channel, and revitalizing the Timmy & Friends channel (1.74 
million subscribers) with an array of new preschool content. Aardman 
also made waves by moving some of its key IPs onto emerging plat- 
forms—from Wallace & Gromit’s The Grand Getaway VR experience, 


to a Roblox game based on new toon Lloyd of the Flies. 


Sesame Workshop 


Continuing its longtime efforts to support mental health, Sesame 
Workshop launched Elmo’s Mindfulness Spectacular, a star-studded 
YouTube special about learning to manage big feelings. Elmo and his 
furry friends also teamed up with Pinkfong last year to put a spin on 
the catchy “Baby Shark” song—garnering more than 18 million views 
with the cover tune's video. The nonprofit is also busy exploring ver- 
tical content in the wake of launching an official Sesame Street TikTok 
account in 2022 that now has more than half a million followers. 
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WildBrain 


The numbers certainly back up WildBrain’s repeat fourth-place 
ranking for 2023. Its digital studio (formerly WildBrain Spark) 
surpassed 1.2 trillion collective watchtime minutes on YouTube, 
driven by the strong performance of legacy properties like 
Caillou (which generated 81 billion minutes alone). The division 
also refreshed another ’90s IP with the debut of its Teletubbies 
Let's Go! digital shorts, tapping into motion-capture and Unreal 
Engine animation in the production process. And WildBrain’s 
media solutions team helped shape branded digital content for 
major partners like Paramount and Disney on platforms including 
FAST channels, the metaverse and gaming worlds. 


9 Story Media Group 


The Canadian company extended Rosie's Rules into gaming with 


the rollout of three popular games for the IP last year. (In par- 
ticular, Rosie’s Slime Store has become a smash hit and remains 
one of the top 10 most-played titles for PBS KIDS.) 9 Story also 
powered up two of its legacy brands, launching a Garfield FAST 
channel on Pluto and revamping the Barney & Friends YouTube 
channel to achieve a 15% year-over-year increase in viewing. 
Overall, the company’s YouTube business experienced a 57% up- 
tick in watchtime in 2023. 
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Headspace 


The Hot50 first-timer made it onto the list with a slew of multiplatform 
projects tackling SEL. Notably, Headspace partnered with popular co- 
median/influencer Lilly Singh for The Mindful Adventures Of Unicorn 
Island—a YouTube Original animated series that breaks down mindful- 
ness for kids while championing South Asian representation. And the 
studio’s expertise in producing calming audio content to help kids re- 

lax at bedtime was also on full display in the season-two launch 
of its Goodnight, World! podcast with Sesame Workshop. 


Dubit 


Returning to the digital media top 10 after a two-year 
absence, Dubit used emerging tech to entertain and 
uplift last year. The research firm/app developer rolled 
out its Loooptopia Roblox world for clothing company 
H&M, even hosting a Stranger Things collaboration 
within the game. Dubit also worked on a playkit 
that integrates AR and VR to help kids “rehearse” 
having an MRI scan, with research backing up the 
tool's effectiveness at helping to lower stress. I 


Mattel 


While Barbiemania played out in theaters worldwide, 
Mattel was also busy bringing the IP to life digitally— 
earning the toyco its first-ever spot in the Hot50 
digital media ranking. Netflix’s Barbie: Epic Road 
Trip, packed with interactive elements, allowed 
viewers to steer the story. Meanwhile, back-to- 
school season kicked off with a groovy music video 
collaboration between Barbie and YouTuber A for 
Adley that racked up more than nine million views 
and a 2023 Gold Telly Award. 


The LEGO Group 


Viewership across the company’s FAST and AVOD channels was 
up by 5,000% last year, buoyed by an expansion into 18 new 


territories. LEGO also mined all of its signature elements (from 
humor to colorful visuals) in a first batch of TikTok content, and 
its YouTube channel has surpassed 30 billion views—including 
four billion in 2023 alone. The company also embarked on a 
unique partnership with the popular Lofi Girl YouTube channel 
for a “chill beats for LEGO building” music mix. 
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BACK 10 THE DRAWING BOARD 


Before becoming the 
iconic Autobot leader, 
Optimus was piloted by 
Diaclone drivers to fight off 
evil alien insects as Convoy 


Megatron’s right-hand bot 
Soundwave debuted in 1983 
as Cassette Man, and came 
with fake earphones and 
a microphone 


Takara launched its Micro Change toy line 


selves as ordinary household items, such as 


in 1983 with robots that disguised them- 


watches, cameras and...a 9 mm handgun 


SAW CTransformers: Winners in disguise 


mel RAN Su 
UIRTHE! 
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asbro proved there was “more than 

meets the eye” in market poten- 
tial when it launched its 40-year-old 
Transformers franchise way back in 1984. 

Company execs discovered the forerunner 
to Transformers toys at the Tokyo Toy Show 
in 1982. Japanese toyco Takara had launched 
a sci-fi toy line called Diaclone two years 
previously that featured transforming robots 
piloted by humans, doing battle against 
insectoid warriors called Waruders. “When 
we acquired the toy rights to Diaclone, we 
wanted to create a whole new universe of 
characters,” says Tom Warner, Hasbro's SVP 
and head of franchise management and 
strategic planning for action brands. 

By the time Hasbro secured the rights, 
Takara had created more than 30 original 
transforming toys. The bulk of the heroic 
Autobots originated from Diaclone’s Car 
Robots sub-line—including battle com- 
mander Convoy, which eventually evolved 
into stoic leader Optimus Prime. 


Marvel's four-issue Transformers comic book series set 
up the franchise mythology, including the Autobot and 
Decepticon factions and their homeworld of Cybertron 


After scrapping Diaclone’s Waruder 
enemies, Hasbro needed new characters 
to set up as the deceitful Decepticons. 

It found the answer with Takara’s Micro 
Change line of robot toys, which were 
modeled after common household objects 
of the time, like cassette players, watches 
and binoculars. 

Hasbro also westernized some problem- 
atic toys—giving Megatron’s Walther P38 
handgun mode a bright paint scheme and 
decals to shift away from a more realistic 
gun design (pictured above), for example. 

Since launching, the Transformers fran- 
chise has expanded into animated TV series, 
feature films and comic book runs to stay 
fresh with its loyal consumer base. 

“| think we're just at the beginning of 
Transformers,” says Warner. “The franchise 
continues to evolve because it has timeless 
characters and a loosely defined story that 
you can change and play with in so many 
ways.’—Cole Watson 


From the creators Comedy 
of the N1 preschool app* Preschool 


Educational 


*The most downloaded brand on iOS 
for kids under 5 years old 
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